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Q: Mr. Flott, could we begin with the first question: what were the circumstances of your

assignment to Saigon in 1963?

FLOTT: Well, it was a position as a special assistant to Ambassador [Henry Cabot] Lodge.

I was brought out there by him at his choice and his decision. Mind you, if I had wanted

to decline the assignment, I probably could have, but I was very interested in going; I was

honored that he asked me, in part at the suggestion of his son George, who had been the

assistant secretary of labor and with whom I'd worked. Ambassador Lodge knew that I'd

traveled in the Soviet Union with Bob Kennedy, who of course had defeated his son in

their Senate race in about 1962, I guess. He thought—partly because of the duties he had

in mind for me, which we'll get to later—it would be very useful to have somebody who had

good personal access to Bob Kennedy and was a known quantity to him and President

Kennedy, and also whom he knew to be loyal to him, Lodge, both on Republican Party

grounds and family friendship grounds.

Q: How were you contacted? Did he call you, or—?

FLOTT: His son called me and said, “Look, the old man is worried about staff, and I think

you ought to go out there with him.” And they invited me up to the family home in Beverly,
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north of Boston—I was in Washington—to go sailing with them on his yacht. Some of this

is a little comical, but Lodge had me take the wheel of his yacht, which I guess is how

New Englanders analyze character. I didn't drive the boat into any rocks or anything. But,

more seriously, we talked about the mission and his plans, and I think it was largely just a

question of being personally acceptable to Mrs. Lodge and to him. But it was that kind of

appointment. It was based on all of those things.

Lodge said he had had very bad experience with the State Department and with the

Foreign Service—he thought it was bad experience any-way—when he was up at the

United Nations. And so his first inclination was to choose his own staff, when he had the

clout to do it. President Kennedy did tell him he could take anyone to Saigon who was

willing to go, and he could send anyone home whether he was willing to leave or not.

And so he thought, “Well, anyone the State Department assigns to me may be hopeless,

so therefore I will pick my own people among the State Department crowd,” and he

was making his own decisions. Later he learned and adjusted to the fact that the State

Department assigns some very able people, and that, all things considered, he would do

just as well by their assignments as by his own selections.

He told me when he was interviewing me for this position that he was very disturbed by

what he saw in Paul Kattenburg, who was the country director for Vietnamese affairs,

who's presently a professor at the University of South Carolina, after early retirement from

the department.

Q: What was he disturbed about?

FLOTT: It was sort of ad persona observations; the guy seemed to him a little bit flighty, a

little bit fuzzy on the mission—you know, not hard-line mission oriented, and he just wasn't

comfortable with it. He didn't think he was especially wise or especially committed to the

goals of the administration, which he, Lodge, as a Republican appointed by a Democratic

president, was about to serve loyally and well, and more gung ho than anyone else. It
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was that sort of reaction, I think. I know Paul Kattenburg personally and have high regard

for his knowledge and judgment, but I can see how Lodge might quite honestly have had

some concern—and of course, this was in July of 1963. I suppose it would be fair to say

the State Department had not quite yet put in its first team on Vietnam. It did later, but

at the time, there were there some people who were available for assignment to what at

that time was something of a backwater, or at least a place that traditionally had been

something of a backwater.

Q: Did you know Ambassador [Frederick] Nolting?

FLOTT: Yes.

Q: Was there any kind of feedback on how the job he had done was being received back

in Washington? Was he in bad odor or good odor or—?

FLOTT: Like many of these things—because Americans high in public life are usually very

decent people; they don't want to hurt anyone, but also they tend to think that anyone that

disagrees with them just doesn't understand the problem—there were a lot of reservations

about whether he understood the problem, whether he was too committed to [Ngo Dinh]

Diem and [Ngo Dinh] Nhu, whether it was time for a change, whether he was hard-charger

enough; there was all that. And on the part of people like Averell Harriman and [Dean]

Rusk and all, I'm sure it was handled with total gentility. With Lodge there were some

rather abrupt incidents in dealing with Nolting.

Q: Really?

FLOTT: Yes, at CINCPAC [Commander in Chief, Pacific], when we were on our way out

to Saigon, we stopped in Honolulu and Nolting was there and offered to brief us. He was

on his way back to Washington, and it was very much understood that he would be out

of Saigon before Lodge got there. But it's common practice to do that; that was certainly

not an ad persona phenomenon. But at Honolulu, Ambassador Nolting very graciously
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offered to be debriefed and to talk at any length that Lodge might want, and Lodge simply

remarked that he had nothing to learn from him and was not seeking the interview, and I'm

not even sure there was a polite handshake for the photographers. If there was, that was

all there was. That was the Ambassador coming back from Saigon on his way back to the

department.

Q: That's a little abrupt, isn't it?

FLOTT: Yes, abrupt, and to my mind, unwise, because even if you thought Nolting was a

failure and totally wrong in everything he ever did or said, you'd still want to get a feeling

for the guy for damage assessment, if for nothing else. But it was Lodge's manner, in

cases of that sort—but again, there was some purpose in his method. He thought he was

on a game plan, too. which was to convey very dramatically that it was a new team taking

over and new emphasis, A lot of things he did where people thought he was insensitive

to other people's feelings and all, there was perhaps that more than an extenuating set of

circumstances, a very real game plan and purpose that he thought he had a charter to do.

Q: What sort of charter did he think he had? Now this is before the famous August 24

telegram from Washington.

FLOTT: Yes, this was when he was on his way out to Saigon.

Q: Yes. Was he supposed to convey to Diem that we were getting tougher or that policy

was changing, or what?

FLOTT: That the American ambassador was no longer so committed to Diem, and that

Diem had to fly straight and level and meet our policy requirements, and that he could not

presume that just because somebody was the American ambassador, that Diem already

had him persuaded and in the bag.

Q: Which, I take it, is what the opinion of Ambassador Nolting had been.
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FLOTT: Well, it was a certain perception of Nolting. I have enough respect for Ambassador

Nolting and Paul Kattenburg and Bill Trueheart and all these good people to think that they

probably knew the pros and cons of Diem and the limits of his government. The truth of

the matter is that a career foreign service officer in an ambassadorial position does not

operate in the same way that a former member of the U.S. Senate does.

He operates under different footwork and different rules. So I would hesitate to evaluate

just how much Nolting or any of the others knew about the limitations of Diem, but by and

large my personal view was that anything that was apparent to me was surely apparent to

any of these other players, who are just as perceptive as I am and who had had a lot more

time in country, and whose judgment and patriotism were just as high as my own.

Q: What was the nature of your specific duties when you got to Saigon?

FLOTT: I suppose I should begin by saying what the concept was for which I was

recruited, and what we were supposed to be doing. I must say—to tell the end of the

story first—it did not turn out anywhere near what we had planned, partly because the

contingencies that we had anticipated didn't quite arise in the form we thought and then

the whole coup made a new ball game of it.

But what Lodge really chose me for was the following, and here he was drawing on his

UN experience and experience with other countries. And I must say the concept was

realistic; I'm certainly not criticizing him for having seen this as a worthwhile mission, and I

certainly liked the idea as he spelled it out to me. There were a number of things. One was

he understood that there was a significant emigre community of Vietnamese who'd fled

Diem, who were living in Bangkok, Hong Kong, Washington or Paris. Now Lodge knew,

and he was very disciplined about what the rules of the game are for an ambassador, that

an ambassador accredited to a friendly government cannot flit around spending long hours

being spoken to by opposition types, and cannot seek them out, at least not aggressively,

and that sort of thing. And he was going to have me do some of that for him. And it made
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sense, because at my level, coming from his office, I could credibly do that and they would

have talked to me. I know what my skills and limitations are, and I would indeed have been

the right person for that kind of a job. So he came to the right person, and he had a real

job in mind.

I think another part that's inseparable from this—and this gets back to almost Lodge lore

—was that he hated to fly transatlantic or transpacific or to fly in airplanes, even, and I

think he thought, “Oh God, Vietnam is a hot spot. They're going to want me back there in

the White House about once a month. I hate jet lag in planes, so I'm going to have a guy

who is of confidence to me and privy to all my affairs. who can go back and answer their

questions, at least part of the time.''

Well, for one thing, I'm not sure that would have been acceptable to the administration

anyhow, but maybe for some things it would have been, conceivably, because I did indeed

have good relations with Bob Kennedy, and Lodge knew this. So he thought that if he did

take the route of having a leg man whom he could send back to brief on what was going

on, viva voce, that I would be personally acceptable to them. That was certainly true and

correctly perceived, that I'd probably be the right one to do it, that I was personally loyal to

him, that I would be loyal to him in my reporting to them. All this was correctly perceived.

The only thing is that as things turned out, there didn't prove to be a great need for that

function. When I mentioned earlier the emigres—as you may know, on the Taiwan scene,

which was recent history, there was the whole third-force phenomenon. Somebody has to

talk to the third force, which was neither Chiang Kai-shek nor Mao Zedong-oriented. But if

Lodge couldn't do it, well, he had me on tap to see these people wherever they might be.

But in general, it was special missions and in-house advice, sort of an in-house counselor

of his choice and in his confidence.

Q: No administrative duties.
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FLOTT: I personally did not. Mike Dunn did. It was very clearly understood that Mike Dunn

was going to be the honcho for administrative affairs, for mission management and for

liaison with the U.S. military. And I was the honcho for non-routine political affairs. Now

Lodge did, of course, have a counselor of embassy for political affairs, but he wanted

somebody closer to him, of confidence to him, a known quantity to him. And again, one of

the reasons my mission changed direction was that Lodge saw that the State Department

had put a thoroughly competent fellow in as political counselor, and continued to, and

continued to do so.

Q: This was who?

FLOTT: That was Mel Manfull, when we got out there. But he had a good team of people,

even then. And Lodge gradually thought, “I don't really need my own private political

counselor. I've got a perfectly good political section in the embassy.” So he encouraged

me to integrate my efforts with the embassy political section as quickly as possible

and become another line officer, another first secretary in the political section. This

arrangement made sense in the eyes of all concerned.

But it was also true that anything I did had the imprimatur of Cabot Lodge. The

Vietnamese knew that. When we got out there, I lived in the Lodge residence for some

weeks, and I had arrived on the same plane with him and Mrs. Lodge and Mike Dunn.

So there were certain things that I was personally well situated to do, in part because

of the imprimatur. For example, as a modest first secretary, I was routinely in direct

contact with the foreign minister of Vietnam, and could have access to the vice president

of Vietnam when I wanted to. Also, I had been assigned by Lodge to handle the whole

French account, and had very friendly collegial access to the French charg# d'Affaires. For

most matters at my level, anything where it was just a question of getting something done,

the French were perfectly willing to deal with me, because they knew—and I'll mention this

later—that Lodge had established me as his honcho for all French affairs. I could give you
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more detail on how that came about and all, but that was one of my duties. and if Lodge

assigned you to any duty, people accepted you at it.

For example, Lodge was invited to join the Rotary Club. You may know that the top rule

of Rotary is you've got to be the number-one man in your profession, and only one man

from each profession can be in the local Rotary. Well, Lodge was simply too busy to do it,

and it was basically a French-speaking, French-oriented Rotary, and since I was bilingual

in French, he said, “Fred, why don't you take on this chore and represent me there?” And

the Rotary people were delighted. They would, of course, rather have had Lodge himself,

but they knew that wasn't realistic, and they knew I was very close to him and had lived

at the residence and all and came out with him. The fact of the title of special assistant to

Lodge enabled me to do things that other first secretaries probably could not do. I also did

virtually all of the French-language interpreting, with the GVN and for high-level American

visitors.

I wouldn't suggest at all that my mission fell apart once we got there; it's just that things

evolved, things changed, and of course the biggest thing was the coup comparatively

shortly after we got there. We were no longer receiving entreaties from emigres about how

the Diem government should be changed.

Q: How would you characterize the state of affairs in the embassy and the country team

when you arrived? Was there dissension, was—?

FLOTT: Oh, yes. There was a strong diversity of opinion and sharp disagreements

among various elements of the mission. All of this was handled, for the most part, very

professionally; nobody was attacking people ad persona for their views, or very rarely.

But some people disagreed sharply with the views of the situation held by others, and

different people had their own “clients” among the Vietnamese, their own sources, and

some thought, “My source is better than your source and more reliable.'' But they worked

as a team. I would say there was no flagrant leaking of Stuff; the embassy didn't leak like
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a sieve. It was occasionally seething with disagreement and dissent, perhaps, but it wasn't

leaking like a sieve.

Q: The disagreement was over what should be done about Diem?

FLOTT: Among other things. But also about the Special Forces, about—

Q: You mean Diem's Special forces?

FLOTT: —Colonel [Le Quang] Tung—yes—his special forces regiment or whatever it was,

and what should be done about the Nhus, whether we should avoid the Nhus; whether

we should cut so-and-so off at the knees, or whether we should not, and all of that sort of

thing. Different people had many different views.

Q: Could you draw lines between the agencies on these things, or was it strictly—was it

between field operators and mission headquarters?

FLOTT: I would acknowledge that I suppose the conventional wisdom might have been—

and I characterize it as the conventional wisdom because it certainly wasn't something I

knew, because I'd just gotten there—was that yes, the CIA was perhaps more for Colonel

Tung and his group, and MACV [Military Assistance Command, Vietnam] was very much

for the ARVN [Army of the Republic of Vietnam]], and MACV was very loyal to Diem,

whereas the political section would be characterized by some as being fuzzy, and perhaps

not as tough as they should be. All of these were very superficial perceptions that I'm not

even sure were well founded. I think the CIA people—history would tell us—knew what

they were talking about, and not much escaped their gimlet glance. Now, that doesn't

mean that the case officer who was handling Colonel Tung didn't think that his little project

was the best game in town, but I'd say all the agencies had good and responsible views of

the matters with which they dealt. The station chief was Jocko [John] Richardson.

Q: Right. Did he have a position in this debate?



Library of Congress

Interview with Frederick W. Flott http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib000384

FLOTT: You know, I wouldn't really pretend to know, because the CIA people, wherever

they serve, report to the ambassador directly; they're responsive to command, they do

what the executive branch, the White House, tells them to do. I certainly wouldn't want to

suggest that Jocko Richardson was following one line and Lodge another. It wasn't that at

all.

Q: But he got sent home.

FLOTT: Yes.

Q: Do you know what was behind that?

FLOTT: I think it was, very frankly, because at that point in time, Lodge wanted to convey,

“Look. A new team has landed; we're performing in a different way; we're pursuing

different lines if not different objectives, and if Nhu thought that he had Jocko Richardson's

ear to the exclusion of all others, well, now he can digest the fact that Jocko Richardson's

no longer in country and Lodge has moved into his house.” Which Lodge did. But I think

Jocko Richardson was sent home as a device to convey an impression and to make a

statement. I happen to know that Mr. [John] McCone, who was the director of CIA, waited

for something like three hours to get a minute alone with President Kennedy at the time

that took place, saying, “Look, this man's a very good officer. He's coming home in what

outwardly is a cloud, if not disgrace. I won't say it's outrageous, because maybe it's being

done for a worthwhile purpose, but this man has been a very good officer and is a great

patriot and should get a commendation from you directly.” And Mr. McCone waited for

three hours to get President Kennedy to agree to do that. But I elaborate on that in some

detail because there were a lot of decisions of that sort made, where nobody was evil,

nobody was bad, nobody was necessarily wrong, but it was a question of projecting certain

images in order to serve a perceived political purpose.

Q: There was a shift in the tide.
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FLOTT: Yes. Yes. And they wanted it symbolized, and all the more so when this person

had been working very close to someone who was perceived as a big obstacle, namely

Ngo Dinh Nhu.

Q: Right. Well, now, you've mentioned that there was a lot of dissension—well, maybe

that's the wrong word—disagreement, within the embassy, and that the embassy was not

leaking like a sieve, although when you have that sort of disagreement, the likelihood of

leaks, I suppose, increases. What was the status of our relations with the press in Saigon

at this time?

FLOTT: I think the mass of the foreign press in Saigon thought that Ambassador Nolting,

and probably Jocko Richardson, were too uncritically pro-Diem, and even pro-Nhu. Again,

I personally would challenge whether these two very able people would be very far off the

mark on anything they looked at, and I would also question whether some of the press

people who were there at the time knew anything any better than these people did. But

anyway, that was the perception.

The press was also—as it so often is—in an adversary role. People were trying to keep

some things secret; the press was trying to penetrate these secrets. The press traveled

around the countryside more; they knew a lot of horror stories, and they knew a lot of

fantastic things that they felt others in Saigon didn't know as well as they did. They thought

the U.S. government was blind to certain weaknesses of the GVN, the Government of

Vietnam, and perhaps the press was not as conscious as it should have been of the fact

that an ambassador accredited to a friendly government has to deal with that government

within the accepted lines of diplomatic behavior. And even his staff will do the same, which

doesn't mean they're any less perceptive than the press who think they've missed the

mark.

Q: Was there a press policy for your guidance or the guidance of the embassy?
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FLOTT: The press policy, I would say, was very clear and it was enunciated by Cabot

Lodge. He said he was his own spokesman. Among your telegrams there, there is one

when he agrees to the assignment of Barry Zorthian to Saigon. He said, “I want him

to understand that he will not deal with the press or be the spokesman, that I'm the

spokesman and I deal with the press myself.” Now, whether that's really possible, that

was certainly Ambassador Lodge's position. And again, I'm not suggesting that that was

a mistake on his part. He wanted to deal with the press: he'd had a lot of experience with

the press in his various political campaigns and as a senator and at the UN, and he was

very skilled at dealing with them. As I recall, and correct me if I'm wrong, he had not had a

particularly favorable press back in the United States.

Q: Lodge?

FLOTT: Right?

Q: Perhaps not.

FLOTT: My impression is he had a very good press in Saigon. I would say in general

he did, yes. Was that due to his skillful handling? He worked on them very hard. I don't

know if this gets into more detail than you're really interested in, but you may know that he

allowed Keyes Beech and one other journalist to fly with us and arrive with us when we

first flew into Saigon. In fact, if it doesn't interrupt your planned chronology, we could do

the chronology of our trip out, because it illustrates things that—I'll get back to the subject

of the press on this in an anecdotal way as we move toward Saigon.

We left Washington, whatever the date was, and Lodge was concerned about jet lag

and being tired, and he wanted to be very fit and up to form when he arrived in Saigon.

He'd heard that the climate was very tiring. So we crossed the Pacific in very gentle laps.

First of all, he flew out from Boston to San Francisco, stayed a day or two, recovered

those three hours, then went on to Honolulu where Mike Dunn and I joined him. He spent
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a couple of days there, two or three days recovering, and then we flew the leg by jet

from Honolulu to Tokyo, which wasn't backbreaking. And there the plan was we'd rest

for several days in Tokyo. Mind you, this was not all resting. We consulted all along; we

consulted with CINCPAC in Honolulu and we consulted with our embassy in Tokyo and

with the regional military commands in Japan. The plan was to spend several days in

Tokyo, and this was not frivolous time: Lodge had in mind seeing a lot of his old friends,

distinguished Japanese ambassadors or foreign ministers from the United Nations period.

Lodge would have been putting in many good licks for the administration's programs with

all these stops. Then, not to move too fast, go from Tokyo down to Manila and Hong Kong,

possibly even Taiwan. I'm not sure Taiwan was on the list, but do it in small bites, not to

get too much jet fatigue, and then eventually fly into Saigon, when all the ducks were in

line and with proper notice.

Well, we got, with this program, as far as Tokyo. We arrived in Tokyo, at 5:00 p.m.

Japanese time, had a meeting with some former Japanese ambassador to the U.N.

who was a personal friend of the Ambassador, and Mike Dunn and I sat in on that. And

because we'd had a long flight and all, Lodge soon excused himself, took a walk, and

about seven o'clock in the evening, Tokyo time, retired. And the plan was, we were

going to have several days there, and one thing he was going to do was he was going to

interview the Buddhists the next day. Now, there were a couple of Vietnamese refugee

Buddhists there, and the political section of Embassy Tokyo had arranged to bring them in,

and Lodge was going to have a leisurely talk the next day with them.

That's all I remember of the plans for several days in Tokyo: talks at the foreign office, the

embassy, the military, all that. Well, Lodge went to bed about seven o'clock, and about

nine o'clock I got a call from the embassy. We were staying at the Okura Hotel, which was

right next door to the embassy, and they called me over and said we had an immediate

telegram from the White House, and to charge over and get it. So I got over there quickly,

and it was from the President to Lodge, informing him that there had been one more

egregious development on the Buddhist thing; I forget whether it was one more immolation
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—no, I guess Nhu had raided the pagodas. The pagodas had been raided and President

Kennedy said, “Lodge, cancel your step-by-step plan; get down there tomorrow. Leave

Tokyo tomorrow morning. However, do not leave Tokyo without first talking with the two

Vietnamese Buddhist monks and nuns who you're supposed to see in the next few days

anyway. See them, then leave, and the military will put a plane at your disposal.” We'd

been traveling commercial jet until then.

Q: Why was he supposed not to put off the meeting with the Buddhists?

FLOTT: Because it was a statement that President Kennedy, to whose political instincts

I'd certainly defer, wanted to make. He wanted to make it very clear that the incoming

American ambassador was touching base with the Buddhists, and that the United States

of America was not having any part of kicking around Buddhists or raiding other people's

churches.

Q: Okay.

FLOTT: It was a good Kennedyesque statement that Lodge agreed with completely. They

were both sort of on the same wave length in terms of political footwork and conveying

impressions.

It was then about nine-thirty in the evening. I had the job of belling the cat, and that at

great risk of getting my head lopped off: I had the job of waking up Ambassador Lodge at

nine-thirty in the evening and telling him that. He was grumpy at first: “Why are you waking

me up in the middle of the night?” And I said, “Well, sir, it's a telegram from the President

with instructions about what we're to do tomorrow morning early.” So he reluctantly

acknowledged yes. I was probably right in waking him up. Mrs. Lodge was very gracious,

saying, “Fred! How delightful to see you! Won't you come in? Won't you have a glass

of orange juice with us?” {Laughter}That sort of thing. She, as usual, was delightful and
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treated me almost like one of her sons, trying to get me off the hook. So, we agreed on

certain things. Then I went back to my room.

Mike Dunn in the meantime was putting a plane together, making arrangements to get a

plane. We had a—what was the old four-engine Lockheed called? Lockheed Constellation.

It was a good turboprop or prop plane, and this was a VIP-configured Lockheed turboprop.

I think it even had a few bunks in it. And that was made available to us to fly down to

Saigon. When Lodge heard that, he objected: “Well, this is a prop plane. Why do they give

me a prop plane when all those Democratic politicians (the Kennedy cabinet) are flying

around in jets?” That was his observation to me; I don't think he made that as a general

statement. I explained to him that the Lockheed was a very safe, proven plane that had

been around for a long time and maybe it was safer after all. Well, he agreed that that

might well be right and that was certainly the way to go. {Laughter}

So after establishing to his satisfaction the airworthiness of the Lockheed Constellation we

went back to bed. Mike was working very hard, making all kinds of logistics arrangements.

The next thing was I got a call about three o'clock in the morning. Lodge was getting more

and more irate with all these interruptions of his sleep, and Mrs. Lodge was running out

of new bases on which to be cheerful and seeming delighted to see me. So about three

o'clock in the morning Mike Dunn came in and said, “Fred, there's a problem. It's in your

department. Two press people, the UPI guy and the AP guy—the wire services—have

learned of Lodge's trip tomorrow, and they want to ride down with him on the plane, but

they have to know, so they can phone their offices and all. Will you please go in and get

Ambassador Lodge's permission?” So I had the honor of going in and waking him up

one more time to ask him for something that might have been controversial. But Mike

was right; that was in my area of responsibility, anything that was political operating or

judgment of that sort.

I went in and said, “Mr. Ambassador, sorry to wake you up, but the UPI guy and the AP

guy have heard of the trip, and they would like to go down and they asked if that would
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be possible.” Lodge was very relaxed and he said, “Fred, I'm glad you came to me with

this; you showed good judgment. I think it's a good idea. Yes, we will take them. But tell

them this. Tell them this very firmly: two and no more! If anyone else comes around saying

'I want to go on the Ambassador's plane,' the whole deal is off. These two and no more.

It's up to them to keep it under their hat and not to tell anyone about it. But yes, we can go

with it.” That was about three o'clock, three-fifteen.

Then about five o'clock in the morning I got a frantic call from the press attach#, or the

chief of USIS [United States Information Service] there, whoever he was, who said there

was also a very respected writer for the Chicago Daily News, Keyes Beech, who had

heard of the thing and wanted to go. In the meantime I think there was also a television

crew. Let's see; I guess the first group that wanted to be added on was the television crew,

and I went to Lodge with that, and he was again very cordial and friendly at the idea of

getting some press, and he said, “Look, I thought I told you clearly no more.” And I said,

“Yes, sir, but this was presented to us by the press attach#.” And he said, “Well, I don't

care. I'm the ambassador.” And I said, “Sir, the press attach# is a black. He's doing his job.

I don't think we'd be serving the administration well if we failed to support a black officer

trying to do his job and represent his country well.” Lodge said, “Quite right, Fred. Tell

them they can come. But that's it, no more. Besides, I don't want them bringing a lot of

heavy cameras and stuff on the plane. I don't want that plane to sink.” (Laughter)

“So no heavy equipment, but they can come themselves and talk to me.” I said, “Well, sir,

could we agree that it's all right for them to bring cameras for their personal use?” “Yes,

that's right, keep it light, cameras. I don't want to sink the plane.” We already were up to

about eight people on a four-engine transport.

So I went back, and then the last person to get in on the thing was Keyes Beech, who'd

heard of it, and I found some reason why—again, the press officer had felt he owed him

one or had promised he'd get him on, or something, and Lodge very quickly agreed to

that. So we had a television crew, plus Keyes Beech, plus AP and UPI, and Mike Dunn
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and I talked to them all the way down, and they of course talked with Ambassador Lodge

as well. And from their point of view, and indeed from our point of view, it was good

government all around. They got a very good story; they got eight hours, because the prop

planes mercifully fly slowly so we had eight hours elapsed time from Tokyo to Saigon.

They knew Lodge's staff; we'd had drinks with them, we'd had meals with them, and Lodge

had told them everything he wanted to tell them. They got the feel for the thing and sent in

stories that certainly did not deserve our mission.

I get around to that long story, which also gets us to Saigon, as to how Lodge was. He

knew the power of the press; he took it seriously, and he wanted to deal with it properly.

But he also wanted to do it himself.

Q: What if a reporter came and talked to you? Did you have any guidance on what you

could tell him, or did you have to report on press contacts, anything of that sort?

FLOTT: Well, there's always a discipline of reporting what you say. In my case it was on

again, off again, sometimes yes, sometimes no. Like if Dave Halberstam would come

around to the residence—Mike Dunn and I lived at the residence, at first—and Dave

Halberstam would come around and, for example, if Ambassador Lodge had received him

for a drink or tea or a chat, and then Lodge got called away on some emergency, he'd say,

“Fred, will you talk to Dave while I'm away?” If I were doing it on direct instructions, that

would be all right, or if Dave Halberstam, say, were to have sought me out for something

that was appropriately of my competence, or if I had told the Ambassador, “Look, I'd like

to talk further with Dave, just to see what makes him tick, what bug he's got in his bonnet,

and to hear his story,” sure, that was fine, pursuit of my mission. But in the long run, I

don't think Lodge would have wanted anyone other than himself being the spokesman. It

was just not his style of working, and again, like so many things that Ambassador Lodge

did, and so many ways in which he approached his mission and how best to serve the

President, he did it with the style of a senator or a very political ambassador in a very

political place, like the UN.
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Q: This next question is not in this vein at all, but we can pursue it. Were you involved in

any way in the [Victor] Krulak-[Joseph] Mendenhall visit in September of 1963?

FLOTT: Yes, I saw them when they were there. Joe Mendenhall was a colleague, a

career foreign service officer. And I knew of, I guess it was General Krulak, as a very

knowledgeable marine corps general of whom they spoke highly at CINCPAC. We'd also

looked forward to meeting them all, and we did. I didn't go out in the field with them on

all their visits or anything, but I had a number of occasions to talk with them in Saigon. I

eventually got back to Washington the day of the assassination of President Kennedy, and

one of the first people I talked to when I was back there was Joe Mendenhall. First I talked

with Bill Sullivan, who is, again, a very dear friend and colleague, and Joe Mendenhall.

Q: I was wondering if you had any insight into the way they developed what were

apparently two very differing reports on the general direction that things were going in

Vietnam, that prompted President Kennedy to ask, “You two did visit the same country,

didn't you?”

FLOTT: Yes, I remember that incident, and it's true. There—at the risk of sort of opening

a long-winded parenthetical remark—I would make this observation about General Krulak,

but more generally, it's an observation about the American military in general. And that

is, without wanting to throw stones. First of all, I know this first hand, because I went to

a military prep school myself, and I was an officer for three and a half years, an infantry

officer in World War II. I know something about how the machine works and how the mind

works. I know, for example, that as a young cadet and as a junior officer, I was taught what

every single cadet or junior officer would say, “I'm commanding the best damn platoon in

the best damn company in the best damn battalion of the best regiment of the U.S. Army,

which of course is the best in the world.” These logically are rather uncritical judgments,

because not everybody is necessarily commanding the best platoon, and people of a

more inquiring mind might even admit logically of the possibility of luck of the draw. You
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get good troops, good replacements out of the repple-depple or bad, but not necessarily

everything is the best just because you're in command of it.

The military, on the other hand, seems to have a way of equating unquestioning, almost

irrational optimism with loyalty and with suitability for command. That is one of the

characteristics of the type, and having been trained that way myself, I know that's how

they're trained. I do not question the fact that if your most important task is to take that hill

with these thirty-six tired soldiers, that's not even bad training. I'm not questioning how

the military trains itself; I am questioning their suitability as a group for making political

assessments. Some of the military would acknowledge that, at least to the limited extent

that one did in your telegram of General [Paul] Harkins saying that, “My officers know

what's going on in the countryside”—one might question that, parenthetically, but he said,

“They know what's going on in the countryside, but I'm not suggesting they know what's

going on in the palace. They aren't experts at palace gossip.” Well that, indeed, they were

not. So General Krulak comes out there, reporting to the Commandant of the Corps and to

CINCPAC - and with his particular orientation he would see set of things, whereas I would

that Joe Mendenhall, as a personality, was perhaps even more analytical and even more

inclined to critical judgments and weighing both sides of a question than would even the

average foreign service officer or civilian be. So naturally there's a gulf between the two.

Q: Did you talk to Mr. Mendenhall about this?

FLOTT: Sure.

Q: What were the things that bothered him about the situation in Vietnam?

FLOTT: He just thought that seeing what he could see, it just didn't strike him as inspiring

confidence or looking very good. I probably shouldn't try to say what he said, because I

don't remember it all that clearly and I don't want to put words in his mouth. But my guess

would be that that would be the range of his comments, and General Krulak would have

figured that he ran into some guy out in the boondocks who also thought he was advising
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the best ARVN battalion, and his brass was well polished and his shoes were shined and

his shoulders were back and his stomach in and chin in, and head up, so General Krulak

would report with confidence that things looked good out in the countryside.

Q: When that party went back, John Mecklin and Rufus Phillips went back with them. Do

you remember any of the background of that, why they went? Did they go at the instigation

of Ambassador Lodge, or what was behind that?

FLOTT: I may be wrong on this, but I know that Mecklin very simply was fired from one

day to the next, told to leave. That might have been the occasion on which he went back.

Or he may have been returning from that trip, before he was fired. I forget which was

which.

Q: What was he fired for?

FLOTT: I would really characterize it as a firing very much like the firing of Jocko

Richardson. It was just a way of making a statement. Lodge did not do it with personal

vindictiveness, but he wanted to make clear a new team was there, and the message

came through louder and clearer if the guy left the next day. But I know in a personal way,

the Ambassador and Mrs. Lodge invited both Mrs. Richardson and Mrs. Mecklin to dinner

the nights of their respective husbands' departure, and these ladies understood that there

were perhaps reasons for doing things the way they were being done, and personally

everybody took it reasonably well, or as far as outward appearances went, anyway.

Q: Did you know Rufus Phillips?

FLOTT: Yes.

Q: Did he talk to you about the opinions that he expressed later in Washington when he

got back?
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FLOTT: You know, I just don't remember in that much detail. We had so many things to

talk about. I knew his wife; she was an old friend from Washington, and when Rufe was

away on the trip, one of the first meals I had out of Ambassador Lodge's residence was

when she and I went to have lunch at the Caravelle Hotel, if I'm not mistaken, or the Brink

or someplace, and we just talked about mutual friends and family. When I saw Rufe, if I

asked him anything, he would have, I'm sure, replied in giving me his best judgment on

anything I asked him. But I just didn't have many substantive dealings with him, and I

retained the impression that he was regarded as being very well informed. He'd been out

there since 1954, and considering we were only off the gangplank since about four days,

he came on as quite a regional expert. And I'm sure by any standard he was.

Q: Do you know where he tended to come down on this debate that was going on?

FLOTT: I don't happen to be all that clear on it.

Q: What about the [Robert] McNamara-[Maxwell] Taylor visit which followed almost on the

heels of this one?

FLOTT: Yes, well, I worked very closely with them; I interpreted for McNamara when we

went in with Diem. Lodge and Taylor spoke adequate French and understood most of

what was going on in French. Secretary McNamara did not, and for that reason I was

there as an interpreter. We also had CINCPAC with us on some of these meetings, too.

CINCPAC, Max Taylor, Lodge, and myself, talking with Diem. And my memorandum of

that conversation is a matter of record. That was my first interpreting job for McNamara,

and I interpreted for him on many other occasions.

Q: You're handing me a picture here—

FLOTT: That was taken when Lodge presented his letters of credence, some days before

the McNamara-Taylor visit—that was the first time I met Diem. See him shaking hands.
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Q: You're shown shaking hands. Was this in the presidential palace?

FLOTT: Yes. That was several days after we arrived, whenever Ambassador Lodge went

to present his letters of credence. And Diem was wearing that white suit that, I guess—

well, I have seen him in mandarin garb, but I think every other time I've seen a picture of

him, he's in a white suit.

Q: Now again, nine people went with Lodge; Lodge plus eight others, and that was

clearly the totem pole of the American establishment in country, and quite properly, the

Ambassador, the deputy chief of mission—That would have been Ambassador [William]

Trueheart?

FLOTT: Yes, subsequently Ambassador Trueheart; then Minister-Counselor Trueheart.

And the political counselor. The head of AID [Agency for International Development] was

there, and General Harkins. We were all going from the residence at ten o'clock in the

morning. We all arrived with our protocolaire white suits on, and General Harkins was

in his white uniform, and all ready to go, and Ambassador [Lodge] called him by his first

name and said, “Look”—whatever his first name was-

Q: Paul, wasn't it?

FLOTT: Paul, yes. “Paul”—or he might even have said General—”my plan is for you

to stay here. I want one of us to be outside in case the phone rings or there's some

message”—he didn't say, “If the phone rings,” but that was the tone—”or in case

something comes up or there's some message. And I want a senior officer outside the

palace for any contingency, and I'm asking you to do that.”

So, again, it's sending signals. The next thing that was very clear was that General Harkins

was not in the group that was with Lodge when he presented letters of credence. And I

don't think this was petty; I don't think it was personally vindictive. They were, after all,

friends and neighbors in Massachusetts. I don't think it was wrong. What I would say was
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that it was Ambassador Lodge using the tools that he was used to using in pursuit of his

mission and what he understood to be the requirements of the situation.

Q: I think General Harkins and Ambassador Lodge were schoolmates, weren't they, at

Boston Latin?

FLOTT: If they're not—in prep school—yes, something like that. I knew they were good

friends, and both came from the same side of the tracks up in Massachusetts and all.

There is so much ad persona criticism of Ambassador Lodge about having been vindictive

or putting down people on purpose or something; it wasn't that at all. He knew what he

was doing; he was doing it with the tools he was used to using in the way he was used to

doing it. Now, admittedly, a different ambassador would have proceeded in different ways

with the same problems, but that doesn't mean one was wrong and the other was right.

Q: Did this cause strained relations between General Harkins and the Ambassador?

FLOTT: It made it very clear, if it was necessary to make it clear, that General Paul

Harkins was not an independent theater commander or anything even resembling it

and that he was about one notch above a military attach#, about which I could give you

another anecdotal account.

Q: Please do.

FLOTT: You probably know that in every embassy, every American embassy anywhere

in the world, they always have the service attach#s, sometimes more, sometimes

fewer, but basically all three services have to have a piece of the action. So there's an

army, navy, and air force officer, and the senior of the three is designated the defense

attach#, depending on how well he fits into the local situation, which gives the United

States the most weight where it's needed with the host-country government and military.

And I suppose of all things in life, the thing that was most unheard of was having an

embassy without having military attach#s. Well, one day Lodge was sort of wondering
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to himself, “Why do we need these military attach#s, who take up office space in our

embassy chancery?” The office building of the embassy was very small, and there was

a shortage of space. The attach#s, for good and proper reasons, had good and proper

office space. They had their own requirements for what are loosely called code rooms, the

communications centers and all, and they had staff and they had cars and all, and they

were entertained. Lodge said, “Why do we need this? We have all these sixteen hundred

advisers, however many we have; we've got enough military in the country. Why do we

need these people?” He just raised the question, and it was slowly being disputed and

shot down.

My office was in a small office right next door to Ambassador Lodge's big embassy office,

and he could open a side door in his office and pop right into my office. Mike Dunn's office

also opened on the Ambassador's, or you'd go through the deputy chief of mission's office

to get to Mike's. I think on this occasion Mike was out. But anyway, this all happened,

say, roughly two weeks after we got there. And at two o'clock in the afternoon, Mrs.

Lodge was alone back at the residence. We had no proper security arrangements at the

time; there was a retired Vietnamese policeman, perhaps, pulling guard duty at night

or something, and a gardener during the day. It was very relaxed, and no real security

around the embassy that would guarantee the well-being of anyone. We were constantly

getting death threats, and CIA was getting messages from sources to which they attached

some importance, at least, saying there was a plot to bump off Ambassador Lodge, Bill

Trueheart, Mike Dunn and myself, and one other person. Everybody who wasn't on the list

had their nose somewhat out of joint at not being included! I must say, I didn't lose a lot of

sleep over it, but on some nights when Mike Dunn and I thought of how insecure the whole

setup was, Mike and I took turns guarding the door to the Ambassador's personal quarters.

The way the embassy residence was, in the sleeping quarters on the second floor, there

was what could be described as a private apartment for the Ambassador and Mrs. Lodge,

with a big sitting room and two bedrooms, all off at one end. Mike Dunn and I each had

very adequate rooms and baths near the stairs. And Mike said, “You know, Fred, I think
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you and I ought to guard this place, just to make sure,” and I agreed. So we took turns

sleeping on a rug, for four hours on and four hours off, in front of the door to Ambassador

Lodge's private apartment, with a submachine gun or a carbine or something, just in case.

Because you never knew what might happen. We were getting so many reports about how

the government of Vietnam itself might try to assassinate Lodge, or how Colonel Tung, or

how somebody thought they'd heard some generals were going to do it. There were all

kinds of rumors, and the only way that Mike Dunn and I could proceed in good conscience

was just to make sure that there'd be some noise before they got into Lodge's apartment.

Q: Did you mention a Schmeisser submachine gun before we began?

FLOTT: Yes.

Q: Where in the world did you get that?

FLOTT: I didn't bring it out to Saigon with me. There was a time, as you know, when

the American military involvement in Vietnam was supposed to be nonattributable. So I

suppose it was the CIA that was doing it, or the very earliest stages of the advisory effort.

They had a lot of non-attributable weapons, including Schmeissers in prime condition. I

had used the Schmeisser before and was familiar with it, and they had lots of ammo for it,

and it was heavy but I didn't have to carry it anywhere. Lou Conein was an old friend, and

kindly offered to give me any weapons I wanted. And I didn't bring any weapons with me

from Washington, because I knew I might as well leave my own at home and collect more

out there and subsequently perhaps acquire them. So Lou said, “What kind of weapons

would you like?” This was in the day when you had to be a politically important province

chief to rate an M-16, what was then the AR-15. So I didn't ask for that; it wasn't fair for a

garrison soldier to draw down one of those. But I said, “Well, I'd like to have a Schmeisser,

and I'd like to have a folding stock paratrooper M-1 carbine, without the selector on it.” I

never liked the carbine with a full automatic selector.
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Q: That was the M-2 carbine, I think.

FLOTT: Yes. Anyhow, this was an M1A1, with a folding stock for paratroopers. That

means you could do aimed rifle fire at up to three hundred yards, if that was what the

situation called for, or you could make lots of noise with a Schmeisser and if you had the

fire-control discipline of shooting short, five-round bursts, it's a very good weapon. It's

not a good weapon for an untrained man; for a trained man it's good. And I was used

to it. So I had one of each, and we'd take turns, and Mike or I would sleep there in front

of Lodge's door. We only did this a few times. Gradually we got much better organized,

because it was clearly not the way to run a railroad. But I thought, and Mike felt, that if

by sleeping on a rug in front of the Ambassador's door, if I can do that and the American

Ambassador, who's in command of the whole effort in Vietnam, gets a good night's sleep

because he trusts us, there's no better way to earn your pay. So we did it. And soon, of

course, they had the marine guard shacks, and marines inside, and marines on the roofs

of the adjoining buildings, the works!

Q: I was going to ask, the marines traditionally guard embassies, don't they?

FLOTT: Yes, they guard embassies, more exactly, chanceries—the embassy office

building - but they did not traditionally guard residences. At this time the embassy security

guard people—there was a good marine complement, I'm sure, but they were spread

pretty thin. Some Buddhist priests had taken refuge in parts of the embassy, so they had

to give them almost bodyguard protection around the clock; that made claims on their

resources. There had been a threat to the AID compound, because that's where one of

the Buddhists was hanging out, and Lodge had visited there. So when it became high

profile, the thought was, “Gee, we'd better put a couple of marines over there,” which

means you've pulled six men off the complement, even on a surge basis, and it finally

got to the point where that meant there weren't any for the residence. The first time

around, Ambassador Lodge said, “No, we want to be a perfectly open mission. I don't want

policemen standing in front of my house. We don't need marines here.” Then when these
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death threats came in, and good CIA serious telegrams that people whose judgment we

trusted thought something was afoot and that an effort might be made to bump us off, we

didn't want to suddenly put a platoon of marines there. We didn't have a platoon in country.

So Mike and I improvised. But quickly other arrangements were made, in two or three

days.

But anyway, to get back to the story about this day; I was in my office at two in the

afternoon. I've given you the atmosphere in terms of security at the residence: there was

none. And the naval attach# came in. The attach#s were very inclined to do lots of busy

busywork, and make themselves very busy. One came in, and he had such a hot piece of

information that he felt it was appropriate to tell the Ambassador immediately. He rushed

into his office and said, “Sir, we've just received a telephonic report that there's a mob

out in front of the Ambassador's residence and that the mob is charging the residence.”

So Lodge said, “Okay, take off.” Lodge came running into my office, said, “Fred, I've just

got a report; there's a mob in front of the residence,” which was two miles away. He said,

“Emily's there alone. I want you to go there with me.” I said, “Yep, off we go.”

He said, “How do we hit this kind of thing?” because he regarded me as being good at

emergencies of that sort. I said, “Okay, the first thing we do, take off your tie so nobody

has anything they can get hold of. Secondly, if there's a big mob there, we'll hit them: I'll

go first, you follow behind. Don't fix anybody with your eyes. Use your elbows and just

steamroller right through to the door. Don't talk to anyone or argue; just plow through and

don't fix anyone with glance, and we'll hit it that way after the car has driven us as close to

the epicenter as we can get. Don't fix anyone with your eyes, and loosen your cuffs and

loosen your collar.” That was while we were driving over there. We got to the residence;

there wasn't a soul there. (Laughter) He and I really prepared to hit the line. (Laughter)

And so he went back to the office and said, re the attach# who had reported the mob,

“This guy should be fired. And as a matter of fact, all these attach#s should be fired.”

Then he was able to make an even stronger pitch. Secretary McNamara, guided by staff,
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demurred as long as he could, but ultimately Ambassador Lodge prevailed, and for the first

time in history, as far as I know, a military attach# post was terminated. So that's the kind

of fun and games we played.

Q: That's a good story.

FLOTT: That's what I mean about anecdotal stuff that isn't strictly jokes; it illustrates an

atmosphere.

Q: Can we talk about the coup of 1963?

FLOTT: Sure.

Q: You mentioned Lou Conein already; you said he was an old friend. How long had you

known Lou Conein?

FLOTT: Oh, I think I'd known Lou Conein since 1947. My first diplomatic post was in Paris

in 1947, and like all beginning young diplomats who came out there as a vice consul, I was

put in the consular section. Lou was already a legend in official circles. Well, this was my

first contact with the legend of Lou Conein. Later, on trips up to Germany to see diplomatic

colleagues up there, I met Lou Conein and heard all his stories and got to know at first

hand this colorful person. So I guess I met Lou first in 1947.

Q: He would have been in the army then, I suppose.

FLOTT: Yes.

Q: But was he detailed to CIA, or—?

FLOTT: Something like that. He was probably seconded to CIA. I'm not sure of that, but I

wouldn't be surprised to learn that such was the case.
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Q: Right. Was that the last time you saw him until the Saigon days?

FLOTT: Oh no, I saw him frequently on other occasions. And during World War II I had

been very peripherally involved with the Free French, and I'd been technically—I don't

want to exaggerate this at all, but I'd been behind the German lines in occupied France,

very much toward the end of the German occupation and for a comparatively short time,

and not with great, great hazard to life and limb. But of course, Lou Conein had done

heroic things for two years before in occupied France. So we had this bond, or sorts.

Q: He had enlisted, hadn't he, in 1939?

FLOTT: He'd been in the French Foreign Legion, among other things, so we had in

common the fact that we knew France well, we spoke French well, and were interested

in things French, and each had war stories to tell the other. Lou had many, many more

stories, of course. And as you know, subsequently, after he was through with getting the

French Forces of the Interior through the war, he went out to Hanoi and dealt with Ho Chi

Minh and all that.

Q: That is interesting. Now, back to the coup. The reason I brought up Conein was, of

course, he is one of the central figures; as far as I know he was, anyway. There's a lot of

uncertainty in my own mind about when a serious coup plot was under way. Some people

date it as far back as July of 1963. When were you aware that. there was really something

afoot, more than a rumor?

FLOTT: Immediately on arrival in country and perhaps even from our stay at CINCPAC. I

wouldn't swear to it. But I was certainly aware of it the minute I got in country. But again,

I'd like to qualify that response. And that is, if somebody asked me today, “Did you know

that the coup was coming?” really, and without trying to talk out of both corners of my

mouth, really, with equal sincerity and honesty, I could say I did not know it was coming,

or I did know it was coming. You could cut it either way. There were so many coups talked
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about by so many different groups, including some that talked to me, that we certainly

knew that the idea of a coup was not being mentioned for the first time. We'd been hearing

nothing else for weeks or months, and from many different and disparate groups, even.

But I did not know an hour before it happened that it was going to happen. In fact, one of

the times I interpreted with Diem was an hour before the coup started-

Q: Was that on the occasion of Admiral [USG] Sharp's visit?

FLOTT: No, Sharp came later. This was the Admiral Harry Felt, CINCPAC, visit. Yes.

Admiral Felt and FSO Ed Martin, who was the POLAD [political adviser], the career

diplomat official at Honolulu.

Q: What was that last name, sir?

FLOTT: Ed Martin. The political adviser, the State Department adviser to Admiral Felt,

accompanied him and sat in on the meeting. The meeting was about ten o'clock in the

morning. This was October 31, 1963, and as you know, Lodge was planning to go back

to the States then. He'd only just arrived in country, but he was going back to consult,

and had an airplane out there for him. And in the limousine riding over with Lodge to our

meeting with Diem and Felt and his POLAD and Lodge and myself, on the way going

over, I said, “Mr. Ambassador, you're going back; I've just received a message from my

family that my mother”—she was eighty years old—”has had a severe attack of phlebitis.

If you're going back and flying right back here in fairly short order, I'd sort of like to ask for

a hop on the plane. I'll fly out to Chicago, see my mother, and get back and help you in

Washington.” He said, “Yes, that's all right; that makes sense. Touch base with somebody

in the embassy, but, yes, you can come along with me. That's fine.” So I asked the political

counselor if it would be all right for me to absent myself because of this family illness, and

also making clear that the Ambassador had said he had no objection. And the counselor

said he thought he could spare me for five days. It was all fairly relaxed.
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But anyway—I don't know what got me on that subject.

Q: We were talking about the meeting with Felt and Diem.

FLOTT: Oh, yes. So at this meeting various things came up, and to catch a plane or to

keep an engagement, Felt and his POLAD had to go over and meet some Vietnamese

generals, and actually, they were trying to be polite to the generals before they left

the country. And the generals, who were all up to their neck in the coup, found it very

embarrassing that they had to be polite to this CINCPAC. But they did; they waited for

everything until he shook hands with them, and everybody made their salaams. And when

Lodge ana I were left alone with Diem, Diem said, “Look, I'm very disturbed at the behavior

of some of your junior officers. There are all kinds of rumors about a coup and movements

of troops against me, and all. You know, there's nothing to this. My army's completely loyal

to me; nobody would raise a hand here without my approval. These are vicious rumors

that are being spread by junior officers of the CIA.” He was very categoric about that. And

Lodge said, “Look, if you can find any officer of my country team that is saying disparaging

things, things that threaten stability, I promise you I'll fire him out of the country that same

day. Just tell me who it is and prove it and they're on their way. That kind of stuff clearly

doesn't go. But I can assure you that no one on my instruction is doing anything like that.”

Well, we discussed a few other things, and took leave of Diem. And as the junior man of

the two of us, I was the last to shake hands with him, and I was probably the last person to

shake hands with Diem in his life, because the coup started an hour later and he was dead

the next morning.

Q: And nobody was shaking his hand in between times.

FLOTT: Vietnamese practice and deference to a mandarinal personage is such that it's

safe to say that nobody was.
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Q: Yes. That's fascinating, especially in light of what Lodge knew was going on at the time.

Were you privy to any of the information that Lodge was getting from Conein about the

progress of the plot, and so on, in October?

FLOTT: You know, in a way I can really honestly say that while I was privy to bits and

pieces of a number of things, I didn't have a really complete picture of anything, and I'm

not sure anyone else did, either. I knew, sure, that Conein would report, “So-and-so said

such-and-such to me,” and he and Lodge would develop a telegram, and the telegram

would go back to the States—all the reporting from the embassy or to the embassy I was

generally aware of. That doesn't mean I was in the back of the brain of all the Vietnamese

generals who were doing it.

Q: I don't think anybody was that.

FLOTT: And I wouldn't claim that I knew all the beasts that ran in the jungle, either. But I

knew a lot was going on; I suppose I realized that if the United States had really wanted to

stop it, it probably could have. On the other hand, maybe not. I know that the United States

avoided direct action originating involvement, did formally at least avoid that. I knew that

Lou Conein had a close personal relationship with General Tran Van Don and Big Minh

and others. I personally did not, at that time. I knew them socially; I'd see them whenever

there was a big reception. I'd pay my respects to all of them as senior officials and all, but I

didn't really know them. So Conein was regarded as the man who handled that group.

Q: Were you present when Conein would brief Lodge about the—

FLOTT: No. No. Typically enough, Lodge liked to deal one on one; he'd do it that way, with

Conein alone.

Q: Did Conein talk to you about what was going on?
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FLOTT: More or less, yes. If Lodge had said, “Look, I don't want you to mention this to

anyone, including my own staff,” I'm sure Conein would have obeyed. But just because

Lodge talked to him privately doesn't mean he would duck telling me something. It also

doesn't mean he would. The situation was moving so fast and we had other things to

talk of; I'd really be much more inclined to talk with Lou Conein about where we'd have

lunch and who some interesting Vietnamese women were, or what kind of a gun he could

scrounge for me next.

Q: I hear he had quite a collection.

FLOTT: He did, at his house, at his little in a little pavilion outside his house. And we'd go

there, and over some good bottles of authentic San Miguel beer from the Philippines, he'd

say, “You like the AR-15? (It was still in very short supply in Vietnam.) Well, this is mine.

I've got one, and we had five others, but we gave them to five key province chiefs as a

prestige piece—like getting a two-inch barrel .38 Police Special, with a concealed hammer,

no visible hammer, hammerless model.”

Q: I think General [Nguyen Ngoc] Loan had one of those, didn't he?

FLOTT: Yes. In the photo. Lou would say, “I'm sorry, I can't get you one of these right now.

Actually you aren't missing much, because I don't have much ammunition for it. It's very

hard to get caliber .223 ammo.” And the ammo at that time was all marked “Remington

UMC commercial-experimental'' ammo. I was in the palace one minute after the cease-fire

the morning after the coup, and there was all kinds of stuff around the floor. I remember

filling all my pockets with cardboard boxes of twenty of these .223 caliber rounds, because

I knew my old buddy Lou was short of cartridges for his “weapon,” so I was picking it up—

I didn't think until later on that there were probably better souvenirs one might have picked

up in the palace!

Q: This was ammo that the palace guard had had? They were armed with these?
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FLOTT: Yes, the palace guard, these Nungs from Nhu, as a very elite force, did indeed

have M- 16s, yes. And there was a lot of ammo; not buckets and buckets of it, but if two

hundred men had been in a firefight for eight hours, there's bound to be, say, a thousand

rounds still in boxes of twenty scattered around. And I busily picked up all I could hold,

because I understood it was in short supply and I didn't like waste.

Q: Where were you when the coup took place? When did you become aware that the thing

was under way?

FLOTT: There was an old friend who was leaving the country, from whom I got a butler,

named Larry Connel, C-O-N-N-E-L. And again, I had known him from—he had been a

colleague at the Laos conference, in the conference on Laos in Geneva, where I had

interpreted for Governor Harriman and Secretary Rusk. So he was an old buddy from that

conference, and I knew him when I arrived in country. He was one of the comparatively

few people that I knew personally, and I just happened to be having lunch with him the

day of the coup, up in his apartment. I'd been busy with Lodge at the palace, and I was

going off to the States, I thought, the next morning, flying with Lodge when he went back

to consult. And I had just moved out of the residence, got a place of my own, my own

apartment very near the residence with line of sight for commo [communications]. And

Larry Connel, who was leaving, very kindly agreed to supply me with his old servant, Nam.

So we had to get together and have a working lunch up at his apartment to plan logistic

details, because I was going to be gone for a week. And Larry suddenly got a phone call.

I think some of his people notified him that something had started. About one minute after

his phone call all hell broke loose with shooting of twenty millimeter and forty millimeter

and .50 caliber antiaircraft guns; all the Vietnamese Navy ships along the harbor were

opening up, without anything at all to shoot at. But they just wanted to prove that they were

on the side of whoever might win, and there was a terrific barrage going up from the ships,

although they were not under attack.
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So we rushed into the embassy, and I went in, went up to the top floor, in this very old,

rickety apartment building with the usual sort of colonial outside passageways, these

walkways outside the glass windows, then walkways inside the glass windows to keep

you out of the rain. And all the secretaries were running around watching the big shoot-

em-up down at the river. And I said, “Look, the most important thing you can do is get in

your offices and shut your doors and get away from the glass. Because the one thing that

is really disfiguring—if you get a five-hundred-pound bomb with a near miss, and you're

standing near a plate glass window, you may have scars for life.” So that was about the

one useful thing I did. Of course, nothing happened; we didn't get any bombs, but the first

thing that occurred to me was get the troops out of the hot sun as far as being near glass.

Then I was in Lodge's office when he had the telephone call from Diem, that four-o'clock-

in-the-afternoon call that you probably know of.

Q: Has that been accurately reported, as far as you know?

FLOTT: What, in a nutshell, is your version of it?

Q: That Diem called and asked what the attitude of the United States was toward this

coup, and Lodge replied that he couldn't possibly know because it was four o'clock in the

morning in Washington, and no one could have formed an opinion, and that he understood

that Diem had been made an offer of safe conduct and he was concerned for his personal

safety. Diem said that he was trying to restore order. And Lodge, I think, said, “If there's

anything I could do to secure your person, let me know.” And that, as I recall, is about it. Is

that accurate?

FLOTT: That's very accurate; it's not quite complete. I'll perhaps add one thing. But that's

exactly what happened. Diem called in and said, “What's the explanation for this?” And

Lodge said, “I don't know.” And Diem said, “What would be your advice?” Lodge said,

“Well, you are a chief of state; I cannot give you advice, but personally, and as a friend,
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and as somebody who is concerned about your health”—probably about his getting a good

night's sleep and all—”my suggestion would be you think seriously of getting away. Now, if

I can be of any help on that, I'm prepared to send my driver with an officer of mine—”

Q: Meaning you.

FLOTT: Yes—”to escort you to safety. And we can get you on my jet aircraft, and I'm sure

I can deliver on that. One of my officers will ride in the front seat of my limousine with the

chauffeur.” And of course, I was known as Lodge's special assistant and as an interpreter

at the palace. I think that both the military and civilian staff around the palace would be

rather likely to defer to American diplomats and the people who were occasionally seen

with the President, as I had been in my interpreter role. So I think it is perhaps quite fair

to say that there was indeed a very good chance that I could have talked the car into the

compound, even though it was under siege. And who knows, maybe something more

orderly could have been worked out in the meantime, like getting both commanders to

agree to a safe conduct departure in advance or something of the sort, although Lodge

had told me he didn't anticipate that they would.

But he had in mind my doing that kind of thing, and occasionally made flattering remarks

in contexts that weren't quite clear, such as, “Well, Fred, you're a very brave man,

and I'm sure you'd behave well under pressure and under fire.” I said, “I hope so, Mr.

Ambassador.” But then when the question was of assisting President Diem to get out to

the airplane, Lodge said, “Now, this is what I have in mind. I want you to ride in the car,

and it'll have American flags. You go up to the gate and go in and get him and bring him

out if he agrees to being evacuated.” So I was definitely tabbed to do that, and that in fact

was why I happened to be in the Ambassador's office at the time Diem telephoned Lodge.

And who knows, you know, there might have been some other game plans as well. For

example, it might be that General Harkins could have gotten permission from the generals

to get in there with a helicopter. But there was a plan and a well thought-out effort by
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Lodge to save Diem's life. If Diem had accepted our good offices to assure his escape to

security, Lodge was prepared to assist and was prepared to have me up in the front seat

of his automobile while doing so.

Q: But the upshot of that would have been that Diem would have left the country.

FLOTT: Yes. And Diem said, “No, I cannot agree to fleeing, because this is all a tempest

in a teapot; it's a couple of hothead generals who don't speak for the army, and I know

that the real troops are loyal to me and will soon have this all straightened out.” And Lodge

said, “Well, Mr. President, that is your decision, certainly. I cannot advise you one way or

the other. But as I've said, if I can ever be of any assistance in looking after your security,

I would certainly do so.” Then Diem said, “Well, I want you to tell Washington that this

is being done, and that I want them to land the BLTs [battalion landing teams], the two

marine BLTs on the aircraft carriers offshore, I want them to land and protect the palace.”

And Lodge said, “Well, you know, it's four o'clock in the morning in Washington; we can't

do that.” Sort of a Lodge-like answer! He was always concerned about getting a good

night's rest and allowing others to do so as well.

Q: Were you interpreting?

FLOTT: No, no. Lodge was speaking with Diem. I was just listening. You see, Lodge

spoke very good French, but because of his position he could not interpret for CINCPAC

or other visitors, which was why I did it.

Q: I understand, I was just wondering how you knew what was coming from the other end.

Was this a radio conversation or a telephone-

FLOTT: No, it was telephone. It was not one of these old French phones with an ecouteur,

where you could pick up another headpiece and listen. No, the phone was far enough from

Lodge's ear so I could hear Diem. Of course, I was used to his voice. I didn't get it all, and

I didn't make a transcript, but I could certainly hear everything that Lodge said to him and
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much of what Diem was saying. Like many people, Diem sort of shouted over the phone;

Lodge would hold it away from his ear, and I was seated right beside him, so I pretty much

heard him. Lodge filled me in currently, and later, too.

Ambassador Lodge was perfectly willing to send his car and driver and you to—I think

there's no doubt about it, that Lodge was willing to do anything he could to get Diem out of

the country alive, if Diem wanted to do it. I also think Lodge could have delivered on it, and

I know he no doubt had other plans, but one plan he had was for me to go in the front seat

of his limousine, which was a big old Checker Cab, and go to the palace with the American

flag, and talk our way through the thing, or hopefully with arrangements already having

been made between the commanders of the coup.

Q: Do you think you would have been let through?

FLOTT: On balance, I do, yes. Taking Vietnam as it was in October of 1963, I think there

was a good chance, yes.

Q: You say you got into the palace only an hour after it was taken.

FLOTT: That was the next morning.

Q: I see.

FLOTT: Roughly at 6:00 a.m. I stayed up all night at the embassy, watching as the

situation developed, and incidentally, hearing Lou Conein reporting in from the coup's

command post about every five minutes.

Q: Could you judge his state of mind from what he was saying?

FLOTT: Not so much. Now there—I wouldn't swear. Where I actually heard him, I went

down to wherever the CIA office was in the embassy, and the acting chief received me

there, and said, “We're getting all these reports from Lou.” They might have been sort of
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broadcast within the office by a loud-speaker system on the phone. I may have heard him

directly. Maybe I was just getting secondhand accounts from other people; I didn't spend

much time with them anyway. But there's no doubt about it, Lou Conein was with the coup

leaders and giving the embassy excellent blow-by-blow accounts of what was going on,

timely and accurate.

But the embassy had good reporting, too, of junior officers in the political section who'd

been caught out by all the various fire fights going on, and the movement of troops and all,

and would call in saying, “On such-and-such street crossing, and the following is going on:

three APCs [armored personnel carriers] going this way,” and so we had a pretty good feel

for what was going on in town.

Then there was a lot of practically bombs-bursting-in-air stuff, because the palace was

brought under fire by some, I believe, 105s, and maybe 155s, from about six or eight miles

away, out toward Bien Hoa or something, and the Vietnamese were good artillerymen,

just as the French were traditionally good artillerymen. They'd learned that, and they

were lobbing shells right into the palace there, practically on the front doorstep. We were

watching that from the roofs of the embassy, and sometimes there would be a lot of

shooting and a lot of fireworks. And I stayed up more or less all night doing that.

One time in the middle of the night, another officer, Jim Rosenthal, who's presently our

ambassador in Conakry, and I got into his little Volkswagen bug, and we drove about four

blocks out from where the embassy was, and got to a square where there was an ARVN

tank, and it turned its turret around and pointed the gun right at our car, and we decided

we'd better get out of there. So we, with slow, deliberate speed, moved out.

Then the first thing the next morning, I forget even who I went with, but some other guy

wanted to go over and have a quick look at the palace the minute the cease-fire went into

effect. I went, and I thought if I ever had to justify why I did it, I had a good excuse, which

was that because I was known at the palace and the guards were used to seeing me and
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all that, and if there were some kind of situation where one side or the other were going

to start shooting their prisoners in the back of the neck or something, with luck I could

perhaps have talked them out of it. I wouldn't want my own fate to depend on that, but with

luck and right timing I could have perhaps done something useful. So I thought I'd go in for

that, and of course I was curious just to see what it was like.

I walked in one minute after the cease-fire, with the first wave of Vietnamese marines who

entered the place once the firing had stopped. I thought I was pretty early in the process,

when I looked up and coming down the marble staircase from above was New York Times

correspondent David Halberstam, carrying an ivory tusk about ten feet long that he was

hauling out. And I contented myself with picking up some M-16 ammo from the floor that

Lou Conein needed, I thought he needed for his gun. And besides, it was U.S. government

property anyway. And I did take a couple of souvenir ashtrays, which I still have.

Q: Where is the best account of the coup?

FLOTT: Oh, and incidentally, one other thing at the palace: while walking into the palace

up the steps to get up to the second floor, I also saw the body of the first man I ever

saw who was shot in the head with the M-16 rifle, and it looked just like a tomato that

somebody had stepped on. He was being hauled downstairs at the time. And there were

soldiers doing a little bit of looting, but there was also some semblance of discipline.

They'd looted a real good Austrian hunting rifle, a high-priced type Mannlicher, and

somebody offered to buy it from the soldier. He said, “No, we can't sell weapons.”

Somebody grabbed a bottle of wine and I think the guidelines were if you tried to buy it,

they'd say no.

If you said, “I want to drink it right here with you,” they'd say, “Well, since you insist,” and

they'd drink it. But it was pretty well-disciplined.

Q: You said these were marines, primarily?
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FLOTT: I remember marines being there, but there were various units.

Q: [Nguyen Van] Thieu's troops were there, were they not, also?

FLOTT: Probably. I don't remember the order of the battle exactly, but I thought

there were. I do remember about an hour later—well, I'll give you the whole personal

chronology. Five minutes later, walking back to the embassy from the palace, which

was close by, we came to one building which was pretty well shot up. It was, say, on the

periphery of the palace, where there had been some shoot-'em-up, and there was a totally

burned out APC, M-113. It must have had about six jerrycans of gasoline on the back, and

got a tracer in it or something, and everybody in it was just completely incinerated. And

I remember walking around the outside. it blew up, I guess, and was partly blown open,

and probably a lot of people were burned inside. But I was walking around sort of looking

at what had gone on, and I remember hearing a priest with a Very Irish brogue, behind

me, saying, “Watch where you're going, mister, you're walking on human remains.” Very

sternly, he was saying [it]. He meant business, and he was right. I just didn't realize it, but

there were small fragments of human remains on the ground and I was walking over them,

with no disrespect intended. I just hadn't even noticed them. You know, pretty well burned,

but not completely powder.I went back to the embassy, saw Lodge—

Q: What was his reaction to all this?

FLOTT: Shock at the fact that Diem and Nhu had been killed in the way that we had just

learned they had been, and certainly no gloating over it. Just shock that this man who

had done so much for his country for so long a time had been killed, and especially in that

manner, as part of the succession process. I told him I'd picked up a couple of ashtrays

from the conference room in the palace where he and I had worked so many times before.

I asked him if he wanted an ashtray. He definitely did not. He said, “Well, Fred, my trip to

Washington is clearly off now,” his planned departure on that plane on which I was going

to have a ride. He said, “I've released the plane; it's going to wheels-up in two hours. If you
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want to fly back to Washington, you are certainly free to go on it. I've given you leave, and

you can take it if you want.” And I said, “Well, I appreciate that very much.” He said, “This

thing is all over. It's over.” Well, I said, “Are you sure you can spare me and there's nothing

you want me to do here now?” because it wasn't a good time for me to be leaving. And

he said, “No. It's all over. It's all over; it's finished. Go back and see your mother and get a

hop back here as quickly as you can.” I said, “Okay. I certainly appreciate that, and I'll do

so.”

Just at that time, there was a sustained burst of small-arms fire. Some machine gun,

some rifle; clearly there were several participants. And I said—you know, I was very close

to his sons and all, and they had asked me to look after their parents, and I said, “Mr.

Ambassador, I just can't quite be sure that this thing is over yet. It doesn't sound—who

knows what's going to happen next. I think I'd probably better stay around.” He said, “Well,

my boy, that's your decision to make. Do as you wish,” and he brushed it off. And so I said,

“Yes, I'll do that.”

He said, “Well, go home, get a night's sleep.” This was about ten in the morning.

So I went home and went to bed, not having had any sleep that night. And as you might

imagine, woke up in about one hour, unable to get back to sleep. And then I began to

think, and I began to kick myself for not having gone back to Washington. I thought, “Good

God. I would have seen Bob Kennedy; I would have renewed my contact with him, and

everybody would have been picking my brains and I would have been the first guy back

from Saigon after the coup. How crazy can you be? I really zigged when I should have

zagged.”

So I went back to the embassy; there was no reason to hang around my apartment with

insomnia. So I went back to the embassy to see what was going on and get up to speed

on what all had happened, and when and how and where do we go from here. So I was

there about five in the afternoon, just at dusk, and Lodge came into my office and said,
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“How are you feeling, Fred? Did you get some sleep?” I said, “Well, I have the most awful

feeling that I've made a big mistake. I should have taken you up on it when you said go

back to Washington. But now nothing's happening here, and I should have gone out on

that plane. We could have done some useful work in Washington and I would have seen

my mother.” He said, “Well, my boy, don't come to me with your problems. I've got enough

problems of my own,” and very breezily went out of the office. He said, “Why don't you

come and have supper tonight with Emily and me, and we'll talk about all this,” because I

was no longer living at the residence; I had my own little apartment nearby.

So I went there, and had dinner with the Lodges. We just talked about things and what

was going on. The next morning, I went into the office, and about five o'clock in the

afternoon, the day after I'd missed my plane, Lodge and Mike Dunn came in my office

saying they had a mission: they wanted me to fly back to the States. It was a totally

different airplane; the big bird from the White House, the KC-135, had left, but the following

had happened, Lodge explained. This shows how he operated and also shows how he

doesn't draw a picture of something he wants you to do; he doesn't even admit that he

would want you to understand what he wanted you to do. He said, “Look, the following has

happened. Madame Nhu”—was in Los Angeles with her eldest daughter, Le Thuy. Her two

sons, who were younger, and one baby daughter had been up in Dalat. And the people

who were responsible for protecting them in Dalat had sort of hid them out in the woods

nearby for a day or so, and then brought them down to Saigon. Lodge said, “I prevailed

upon the generals to get these children back to their mother. And what I want you to do is,

one hour from now—you've got an hour to pack and get out to Tan Son Nhut. The children

are out there. We've got General Harkins' C-54, which will fly you to Bangkok, and then

I want you to fly commercial with them to Rome, and turn them over to Archbishop [Ngo

Dinh] Thuc? the brother of Diem,” and he gave me a couple of other errands to do. It was

the time of the ecumenical conference at the Vatican, and whoever the archbishop of

Boston, or cardinal—was it [Francis Cardinal] Spellman, or—?
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Q: [Richard Cardinal] Cushing?

FLOTT: Cushing, maybe it was. He said he was there. And he said, “When you're in

Rome, after you've given your press conference and explained the situation here”—without

telling me what to say, of course—”call on Cardinal Cushing, give him my respects, and

tell him that I asked you to stop in to see him and brief him on the situation.” Well, there

Lodge is, a good politician who didn't want to be misrepresented by possible detractors as

a man who'd got a couple of Catholic statesmen assassinated, and he figured he might as

well set the record straight with Cardinal Cushing in Rome. And he said, “Explain to him

what the new junta's like.”

So I got out to the airport, pitch dark, curfew, and the driver I had had difficulty finding it.

I probably wasn't much help, because I wasn't used to driving around myself at blacked-

out airports. Got out to a special military hangar and got on this C-54, and there were the

Nhu children. The CIA station chief had designated one embassy wife who was a nurse to

ride with us as far as Bangkok on General Harkins' C-54, and I had the option of taking her

all the way to Rome if I had wanted her help with the children. But she was working part-

time as a secretary in their station, I think. So when we got to Bangkok, this lady would

have been glad to go on to Rome, but I said, “Look, I really don't need any help, the way

this thing's handled now. Mission accomplished; go back to your post.” Which she did, and

took it in good spirits. It was the only decision to make.

Anyway, we got on the plane, and there was the eldest son of Nhu, who looked just like

him, who was a kid, say, of eleven or twelve. Then there was his younger brother and

the baby sister, and they all had, of course, different levels of awareness. And they'd

been hiding out in the jungle for about a day or so, just as the first precaution that the

people with them took, and once they saw that the coup was successful—they were just

army officers who happened to be detailed to protecting the family up in Dalat, so they

brought the kids in and reported in to the generals. And Lodge did make the pitch, “I want

to rejoin those kids with their mother in Rome.” Well, of course the consequence of that
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was hopefully it would draw the mother out of Los Angeles, which, as you've seen from the

telegrams, there was some desire to do.

So we flew immediately to Bangkok, two hours by prop, or so, hardly had time to talk to

anybody, just collecting my wits, and looking at what I had in my musette bag, and we got

there. There arrangements had been made. They had a public health officer who gave

the kids a quickie physical, made sure they had no fever, gave them the usual antimalarial

prophylaxis and all that stuff. And they were in perfectly good shape.

We'd rushed out of the C-54 and were just about to load them on the Pan Am commercial

jet going on the milk run Pan Am route that stopped everywhere, Bangkok, Rangoon,

Calcutta, Delhi, Karachi, finally getting to Rome. Again, the Pan Am station manager was

very cooperative and handled it very well, and the Bangkok embassy was supportive,

and all the right players were there and did all the right things to get the kids on their way

with minimum trauma. They did put us all in first class, four of us had seats in first class,

and the younger brother, the nine-year-old kid, sat with the baby sister and I sat with

the eleven- or twelve-year-old, who was—they were all bilingual in French, except the

baby, and the twelve-year-old kid I really had a lot of respect for, because he rose to the

occasion very well. He wasn't crying, sort of an Asian outward passivity or composure on

the thing. And once we got rolling, our main concern was for nobody to notice them, and I

didn't get off the plane until we got to Rome and they didn't either.

And I remember with the elder son of Nhu, reading the paper, and there was already an

English-language paper in Bangkok that somebody had picked up, maybe in India, with

accounts of the coup. And the kid read the account of the condition in which his father

and his uncle had been found in the back of this armored personnel carrier, with their

heads squashed by rifle butts, and all kinds of bayonet wounds in them and everything

else, all cut up, and their heads squashed. And he was reading this with complete calm.

He read English quite well, although we talked in French. But he didn't understand the

word “squashed,” so he said to me in French, “What's the word for squashed” I said,
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“Ecrabouille.” I said, “It means squashed, but you don't want to pay too much attention to

the details, because the reporters probably didn't even see it, and it's the way they write

their things.” And he took it very calmly, went on and talked and eventually I got them to

Rome, having avoided the press and the public along the way.

Archbishop Thuc met us there, at planeside. He was very hostile, because he knew I

was sent by Cabot Lodge to accompany the children. There were about a hundred and

fifty Italian newsmen there and other press people. I went up to the Archbishop to pay

my respects, pay my condolences, and tell him I'd been asked by Ambassador Lodge to

deliver the children to him, so they could rejoin their mother, so their mother could rejoin

them. He wouldn't speak to me, wouldn't shake hands, nothing. Total distance, total ice

treatment. Packed them into the car, not a word of thanks, nothing. No attempt at courtesy

to the crew of the Pan Am plane. I had told the captain of the aircraft what our trip was

about. He probably knew from his channels, anyway. And we had protected these kids

from all possible trauma; there had been no scene, nobody came up and talked to them

during the whole trip. But not a word of thanks to Lodge, to me, to Pan Am, or anybody.

Archbishop Thuc packed them into a big limousine he had and tore off.

Well, then the press of course wanted to talk to me. I was very glad to answer their

questions. They said, “Are you the Scarlet Pimpernel? Have you saved these children's

lives?” I said, “No, not at all. The children were in no jeopardy at all. Their guardians

took understandable immediate security measures the minute the coup started, but the

officers who were charged with their safety in Dalat knew that the officers who were

behind the coup were responsible officers like themselves, and they quickly turned the

children over to them. Ambassador Lodge suggested to the coup leaders that the children

should be allowed to rejoin their mother, and the generals in the coup, responding to the

same humanitarian concerns themselves, said 'Why not?' And simply because I'm one of

Lodge's staff, he asked me to accompany the children here to make sure they didn't have

any problems along the way. But there's no Scarlet Pimpernel; they were in no danger

in Saigon, either.” And I answered questions in that vein. Well, of course, Madame Nhu
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hated my guts for that. She hated my guts for working for Cabot Lodge, for that matter.

There was no love lost between the Nhus and Lodge.

I got there, if I'm not mistaken, about on a Tuesday, in Rome. We thought Madame

Nhu was coming, but I waited around until Friday, and she hadn't come. She just wasn't

leaving Los Angeles. But she, in the meantime, continued her tirades, saying that Lodge

was a monster with blood dripping from his hands, who had arranged the murder of her

husband. And I was explaining to all the press, and it got quoted in the New York Times

and everything else, that this was a Vietnamese coup, that the generals were certainly

not ogres; they thought they could run the war effort better than Diem and Nhu, that they

seemed to be taking things pretty well in hand, and we were optimistic about the outcome,

and that Lodge's only concern was a purely humanitarian one of getting the children

back to their mother. And having it emerge, “Well, why doesn't the mother come to the

children?” And I said, “Well, we did the best thing. Pending her return, they are in the

hands of their uncle the Archbishop, which is fine.”

Then finally after waiting four days, because of my instructions, if you can call them that,

I left. I had been told by Lodge to go and do whatever is necessary and proper. The way

I interpreted my mission, I would have waited a few days for Madame Nhu, to pay his

condolences, to touch whatever bases could be touched, not with any illusions about it

being well received, but just to extend the courtesy I'd wait three days. She didn't come

back, so I eventually went back to the States and joined Lodge there.

I flew first to Boston and stayed overnight with his two sons and their wives, and had

a good talk with them. That was mid-November. Later, George Lodge had a business

appointment in Washington, so we flew down together on the shuttle. I'd arrived without

any overcoat or anything, and his wife gave me an old overcoat that George had had in

prep school. Since George is six feet six, it was about six inches too long for me; it fit like

a tent. But I took it; I was glad to have a coat in Washington in November. We got down to

Washington about noon.
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I went over to the State Department and just on the way up in the elevator, somebody

who'd heard of the assassination told the tragic news. I remember there was a secretary

standing next to me in the elevator, and a girl friend of hers who'd just heard the television

told her that Kennedy had been shot and dead, and this girl let out a loud scream of

grief. So I walked into Bill Sullivan's office, and he was watching the TV and getting the

word that President Kennedy was indeed dead. I tried to engage Bill Sullivan in a serious

discussion of the situation in Saigon, but he was so sickened by the loss of President

Kennedy he said, “Fred, this afternoon I'm afraid I really can't talk shop very well.” So I had

nobody to talk to.

The next day I gave Joe Alsop a call, because I'd had a lot to do with Joe Alsop in Saigon.

He was sometimes a house guest at the Lodge residence when I was living there. When

Joe came to be house guest, Mike Dunn and I would double up in one of our rooms and

Joe would take the other one. So I called Joe on Saturday morning, and he was a good

newspaperman, figuring well, the world goes on. So he said, “Well, I suppose we shouldn't

do this, but why don't you come over and have lunch and have a talk?” So I went over to

his house in Georgetown and had a talk.

But another interesting vignette from that period was: I stayed in Washington while Lodge

was there, and he was going back just the opposite way I was. I'd come from Rome and

was going back to Saigon through the Far East, partly to buy some furniture in Hong

Kong for my house and all, and I also had things to do in Japan, and I was making my

way back that way. Lodge was going through Europe. So we were together a few days in

Washington, then went our respective ways.

I got out to Chicago to see my mother, and went into a friend's office, who was a

businessman on La Salle Street, and asked if I could use his typewriter, because I wanted

to send a letter of condolence to Bob Kennedy. So whatever day Kennedy was killed, it

was about five days later. You can imagine all the things going on in Washington in the life

of the Kennedys. I wrote a letter of condolences to Bob Kennedy, and mailed it. In Saigon
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about eight days later I had an answer from him, in his own handwriting, which you can't

mistake; it's a very small scroll in black ink, and a copy of the mass card and all that. Just

a few words acknowledging my condolences. “Many thanks, Fred, for your condolences.

By the way, keep your head down and watch out for yourself over there.” And this got to

me about eight days after I'd mailed my letter in Chicago. Of course, the APO [Army and

Air Force Post Office] to Saigon was fabulous, but it just shows how well organized the

Kennedys were. Obviously their staff had screened tons of mail; they thought, “Well, this

one sounds like someone who knew Bob, and who had met the President''—because I'd

met with him. Lodge took me in with him to the Oval Office to meet President Kennedy

when Lodge finally took leave of him, going out to Saigon in August, because I was

supposed to be a possible liaison channel, or as a legman-courier, basically. And Lodge

wanted me to meet President Kennedy and he wanted it known to the White House staff

that he brought me in to wire me in with the President, too. I had met the President before,

with Bob, after our trip to Russia, and he knew I was Bob's interpreter going through the

Soviet Union. And President Kennedy—this was in early August of 1963—looked me up

and down in mock shock, said, “Hey, you were with my brother [in Russia]. What are you

doing coming in as the chosen instrument of a Republican who picked you because he

trusts you? What's going on here that I don't know about?” or words to that effect. He

made a little joke out of that. And again, pat on the back and kick in the tail, and good

wishes, the best possible way.

So in late November we went back to Saigon and started seeing how the country was

going to be governed by the MCR, whether the Military Council-

Q: Oh, gosh, I can't-

FLOTT: The CMR, the Consell Militaire de la Revolution.

Q: Revolutionary Military Council.
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FLOTT: Yes, whatever. And then I started meeting a whole new set of players, and seeing

more of different people, and this goes on. If you have a thought or a question-

Q: No, no. I was just going to ask if the changed situation in Saigon put new requirements

on you.

FLOTT: Yes. It was, well, a number of things. All such things as dealing with the

Vietnamese third force, dealing with emigres, flying back and forth to say what we were up

to and all; that was clearly not needed now. To some extent it would have been overtaken

even in the normal course of events, but it was all the more overtaken because of the coup

and the new government, so I concentrated on other things.

I must say, further to these memories of the coup—I mentioned how after the coup I

went home, had insomnia, thought I'd zigged when I should have zagged by not flying

back to Washington at once. So I went back to the office about five in the afternoon and

started reading telegrams. This concerns the French embassy, and I'll get back to how I

was dealing with them, but the French embassy was pretty much cut off from information

about the coup. Because after all, they were rightly or wrongly regarded as closer to Diem

somehow, and the presumption was that they were well wired in. But immediately after the

coup the French just didn't know who was in the new government, etc. at that time, that

particular day after the coup. And the French charg#, who had been told by Cabot Lodge

that he could do this when he had an emergency, came over to the embassy, called on

me, and said, “Look, I just don't know what in hell is going on. We hear all kinds of rumors,

but do you know anything?” And I said, “Yes, we're pretty well informed.”

We had a pile of telegrams—it was literally a foot high—of reports to Washington that had

been going out every five minutes or so, and they were all of low security classification,

unclassified or restricted, maybe. Almost press bulletins, announcements, etc. All stuff

that—for one thing, was all overtaken by events, it was by any common-sense criteria no

longer secret, but it was a blow-by-blow description of everything that had happened, in
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the public record, in the past two days, plus a lot of Foreign Broadcast Information Service,

everybody's monitoring of everything. These were my copies; I routinely got individual

copies of all the traffic.

This French charg# d'affaires came in, and he wanted to have sort of a collegial, tour

d'horizon, discussing who was on what base and what was going on and what did we

think of all this. And I discussed it with him and answered all his questions; he really was

in the dark that day. He claimed all his sources were out of touch, which I'm sure they

were, while they were waiting for things to be clarified. I said, “You know, I've told you as

much as I have time to discuss, but I have here a pile of telegrams which I'm not going

to be reading tonight. If you want to borrow them, I'm afraid I have to ask to have them

back, because I may need the copies. But you're welcome”—this was, say, at two in the

afternoon—”you're welcome to take them home with you and peruse them, and then try to

bring them back for me sometime tomorrow, if you can.” He was very grateful, because the

French, who were temporarily completely cut out from everything, were thus enabled able

to know what was happening. What I was doing was essentially on instructions from Cabot

Lodge. So I gave him all this stuff, and he brought it back the next day, with his visiting

card and with the note, “Avec mes tres vifs remerciments personnels,” “With my very warm

personal thanks.” It was one of the more useful things that I did, because it made him look

good in Paris; it didn't cost us anything. His name was Georges Perruche, P-E-R-R-U-C-H-

E, and he died about six or eight months ago. He later became the French ambassador in

Mongolia and Kabul. He did many things to repay the favor in the years that followed, and

was a good and wise colleague indeed.

The background of the relation with Perruche was that when we first arrived in Saigon,

when I was living in Lodge's residence, everybody had tales to tell, horror stories to

tell, about the French, accusing them of all sorts of things. One French military attach#

remarked to me that the French were really in a difficult position, “Because if the Viet Cong

fight well, they (those who blame the French for everything) claim they're getting French
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advisers, and when the ARVN fights poorly, they say it's because they were French-

trained. Logically, they can't have it both ways!” (Laughter)

But the French were blamed for being in cahoots with the Viet Cong and all that, and there

were all sorts of lower-level French types in Saigon, who thought the sinister Americans

were really there to take their place. I didn't see many Americans who wanted to stay

there and rival some Corsican over who was going to be in charge of a small restaurant

or something. And there'd be complaints about noise from American generators and

complaints about MACV trucks and everything else.

I was still living at the residence, and one Saturday, when we weren't too busy—this was

about two weeks after we got there—the French charg#'s wife was absent from country

at the time, but Lodge invited him over to lunch. And of course he was delighted to come.

It was just Cabot Lodge, Mrs. Lodge, and myself, and of course the French guest. The

fact that both Lodges spoke excellent French helped set the stage. And Lodge said, “Now,

look. As you see, Fred is very close to me; he's a friend, he lives in the house with us, and

all. I want you to know that I am pro-France. I know Fred is very pro-France. Now, that

doesn't mean I agree necessarily with everything General de Gaulle would say. I don't

like some things General de Gaulle has done. Perhaps you do; perhaps you don't. In any

case, you can't say, and I can't say.

“However, I would like to, as much as we can, avoid any unnecessary damage to longer-

term Franco-American relations because of the situations in which we both find ourselves

here in Saigon. So I have asked Fred to sort of honcho the French business, and if ever

any French person has any complaint about anything the American military are doing,

the American civilians are doing, commercial people, anything, they go to him with it and

he will refer it to the proper authorities within the country team. And by the same token, if

you ever have to see me—as you might imagine, I'm very busy: try to solve most of your

problems with the American embassy directly through Fred, but if ever you feel that you

absolutely have to talk to me for something—I can imagine how some cases might arise—
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then he is well situated to get you in to see me, and my instructions to him are to do so.”

So Perruche was delighted at that, and that was why he felt it was not out of bounds for

him to come to me and say, “What do you know about this?” and, “Please fill me in.” We

had a very good working relation, thanks to Lodge's initiative and to Perruche's reception

of it.

As a result of my ties to the French, really, because I was handling that French account,

months later, when the American Embassy got blown up on March 31 of 1965, I guess

it was, I happened to be out of my office. That day I was going out to visit a French

plantation; it was up-country, well behind the Viet Cong lines, to whatever extent anyone

had lines, and the deal was that these French plantation types were going to be there—the

European Frenchmen who were there—would know who I was. Well, they'd know I was an

American who spoke French and was a friend of theirs. The Vietnamese employees would

not know that I was anything other than a Frenchman from the company headquarters in

Paris, who was visiting in Vietnam and for whom a luncheon was to be given.

So I went out from Saigon on a French airplane, an old bucket of bolts, a single-engine

biplane, one of those puddle jumpers the plantations had. The pilot who flew it—about

nine o'clock in the morning—had such shakes or DTs that he couldn't get the ignition

key into the switch. So he took out his flask of whiskey, had a shot of whiskey to pull his

nerves together a little, then put in the key. We flew first to one place where we visited one

plantation, then we went over to the one where they were having this luncheon.

While we were there, we first got the word over their plantation wireless that there'd been

an incident in Saigon. “On a plastique l'Ambassade des Etats-Unis.” Plastique can mean

anything; it can mean one set off a light explosive, or made a racket, or set off a big

firecracker, or small explosion—at the American Embassy. We sort of laughed a bit, and

they said, “Well, everybody's going to blame it on the French, and they'll blame it on you,

and they'll say a day was picked when you weren't there. And that'll prove you're guilty

and that your sinister French contacts have done this.” We sort of joked about that, not
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yet knowing how serious it was, and then we had a good lunch. One of the officers of the

plantation who'd been in the Foreign Legion mentioned that there was an old Foreign

Legion mess hall nearby—left from the 1954 war, and we went over to look at it and read

the graffiti and all, and came back for a siesta in a little air-conditioned bedroom. I had a

nice siesta, for about half an hour. When I got up from that they said, “Look, we've got bad

news. This embassy thing sounds as though it's pretty serious. It was quite a big bomb

and all, and apparently some people were killed and injured.” I said, “Well, look,”—I had

planned to spend the weekend with them—”in that case, I better ask you to fly me back to

Saigon.” So I got back to Saigon an hour later.

Q: In that same airplane?

FLOTT: Yes. And got in to the embassy, and went into my office, and I had a big leather

upholstered chair in my room where I usually sat; at my desk there was a big leather chair.

The windows were all blown out and there were three big chunks of plate glass about a

foot and a half by a foot and a half stuck right in the chair where I would have been. Or

more likely, when the embassy got blown up, like everybody else, I would have rushed

to the windows, and there I would have got a whole face full of glass. It just shows that

sometimes you're lucky and sometimes you aren't. That's all for the moment.

Q: Now after escorting the Nhu children out of country, you were gone then for how long?

FLOTT: Oh, I was out of country for about two and a half weeks. I went from Rome back

to Washington; as I mentioned earlier, I arrived there the day of the assassination of

President Kennedy in Dallas. Then I went back via the Far East, stopped off and saw our

embassy in Japan and the people in Hong Kong. [Henry Cabot] Lodge went to Rome, and

I got back to Saigon, oh, I would guess it must have been about the tenth of December.

Well, now, Kennedy was assassinated on the twenty-second, was he not? Okay. Well,

then I got there about the tenth of December. I got there about two weeks after the

assassination.
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Q: Okay.

FLOTT: When I got back to Saigon I obviously had a lot of catching up to do because I

was out of touch, you might say, with the members of the new military council, and the

atmosphere was definitely one of being supportive of them. The embassy was doing

everything they could to be supportive, to help them both image-wise and substance-wise,

advice, support, everything, and there was some question about how well they do their job,

and at the outset the impression was positive. Big Minh [Duong Van Minh] was perhaps a

bit phlegmatic, but he commanded a lot of loyalties. and our impressions were positive.

Q: How long did that last?

FLOTT: Well, as long as the group did, as far as we were concerned. We were quite

surprised by the [Nguyen] Khanh coup on January 30 of 1964.

Q: Well, before we get to that, can we talk about the [Robert] McNamara visit of December

1963?

FLOTT: Yes.

Q: From what vantage point did you observe this? Were you interpreter for him?

FLOTT: Yes, I was, but perhaps more importantly, I was sitting in the office with Cabot

Lodge and McNamara and one or two other officers, and we were discussing what we

were going to do on various subjects. I do remember definitely a little bit of a number

game. They were very much interested in being able to announce that the number of

advisers was dramatically reduced from sixteen thousand to fifteen thousand, because

at that point in time it had been up to sixteen thousand, and they sent back to the States

certain categories of advisers, saying their mission was completed and they can leave

country. And there was the usual talk about improving the Vietnamese war effort and
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getting them to have a draft and that sort of thing. And then, of course, we also had

conversations with the Vietnamese, for which I interpreted in French.

Q: What was McNamara there for? Was this just one more fact-finding trip or—?

FLOTT: Yes, I think so, and of course MACV, the military people, were the main hosts—

well, not the main hosts for his visit, but they had a heavy claim on his time. There were

lot of things that went on, I'm sure, between McNamara and his military constituents that I

wasn't privy to or just didn't happen to rub elbows with.

Q: One of the telegrams I think I sent you has Lodge asking McNamara for one hour of his

time alone. Do you have any idea what transpired between the men? There have been

reports that Lodge was trying to convince McNamara that the military reporting was not

what it should be.

FLOTT: That would be very plausible. It could easily be the case. The one hour alone

might have been that meeting I sat in on because it was a pretty small group, and I

could imagine how Lodge might have got him alone and then invited in, say, Mike Dunn

and myself. Or Lodge is a very courteous, attentive man on most matters, and it's quite

possible that he figured if he had to give McNamara any bad news, he'd give it to him

one-on-one, and it's quite possible there was indeed such a meeting. I know all of us felt

that the military, as I mentioned at the outset, had this way of equating unquestioning and

unreasonable optimism with being the equivalent of loyalty and suitability for command.

And that, however good it is for taking hills, isn't the best way to deal with delicate Asian

political equations, and that inherent failing of the military, I suppose, was made all the

more harmful because of the nature of McNamara's own background. He was essentially

an engineer, and now he'd be a computer whiz and a managerial whiz, and he was very

much out of his element in Southeast Asia. You know, I have the highest respect for his

integrity, intelligence, ability, everything else, except that if there was ever a fish out of
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water, it's the decent, forthright, hard-working personality of McNamara dealing with the

opportunistic, self-serving leaders of successive Vietnamese coups.

Q: Someone said that Mr. McNamara was the smartest man he had ever met but he had

no wisdom.

FLOTT: Yes, I saw that quote somewhere. I wouldn't go that far. I'd just say he was very

much a fish out of water personality-wise, temperament-wise, and especially background-

wise, in Southeast Asia.

Q: Some of the cables from this period refer to Long An province and province

representative Earl Young and some reporting that was coming out of there. Did you have

any insight into that?

FLOTT: I'm sure I must have at the time. That doesn't ring a bell, and I don't recall that.

Long An, I went down there once myself. It's south of Saigon, isn't it?

Q: Yes.

FLOTT: I went down there once, and that for a while seemed to be a more hopeful place,

if I'm not mistaken. Or at least we hoped it would get better, but it was just par for the

course, and I don't remember the details.

Q: Okay. Anything else on the McNamara visit that we need to get into the record?

FLOTT: No, I don't think so on that one.

Q: Okay. Did you at the time have some evaluation of the performance of the new junta?

FLOTT: I thought they were—it was our impression, because basically most of my

impressions were secondhand, a condensation of what other people had told me—I

thought they were doing rather well, yes.
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Q: What vantage point did you have to observe the events of the Khanh coup in January?

Let me ask a specific question first of all. Did you have any hint that the coup was coming?

FLOTT: Oh, none at all. And that was one coup during which I did not happen to be duty

officer. I was peacefully at my apartment, came into the office at seven o'clock in the

morning and learned that there had been a coup. Even Mike Dunn had only learned about

it about half an hour before himself because Lodge called him for some arrangement with

the military or something.

Q: How was it possible for Khanh to keep such secrecy? Surely some Americans must

have known. The American advisers to the troop units, perhaps?

FLOTT: Not really. First of all, the American military advisers, you might say, were also fish

out of water in that environment. I'm sure they were doing a very good and conscientious

job of advising, giving perhaps tactical advice or training advice and all that, but my

inclination would be to doubt that they would really get through to and establish buddy-

buddy relationships with conspiring Vietnamese who'd talk to them. In other words, the

military did not have a Lou Conein in its quiver of arrows, which may be one reason why

the military don't like Lou Conein.

Q: Do you know who Khanh's adviser was?

FLOTT: Yes, and that was a personality. There was indeed some American general—

I'm sort of backing down from what I've just said now, when you mention his adviser. If I

remember correctly, there was some American officer. It may even have been a young

general or colonel who was very close to Khanh and with whom—I wouldn't say Khanh

leveled with him on the preparation—but whom Khanh sought out the minute the fat was in

the fire, yes.

Q: You don't recall the name, do you?
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FLOTT: I don't, but it's a matter of public record. It was in the press at the time.

Q: Was it Jasper Wilson? Does that name ring a bell?

FLOTT: It doesn't, but I wasn't very good on American military names so-

Q: Okay. What was Ambassador Lodge's reaction to this development?

FLOTT: Well, in the first place, I don't know all of his reactions. I think like any man with

an inquiring mind—one of the main burdens of Khanh's argument was the reason, the

justification, the apologia pro vita sua for having the coup was because the four generals

were about to betray everything to the French. Lodge approached that, I think, with some

instinctive skepticism, just wondering, “Are things really that simple?” and “Okay. Fine. You

say that's it. What are the proofs? It would be very helpful to have evidence in support of

these things.”

It just happens that that day, that same day for lunch, I was invited to the residence of

the French charg# d'affaires, Georges Per-ruche, and I went into Ambassador Lodge's

office just before going off to lunch with Perruche, and General [William] Westmoreland

was there. Westy had just fairly recently arrived in country and was just meeting all the

players, and I told him, “Well, this is a funny, fortuitous time. The luncheon invitation has

been planned for about a week or ten days, I guess, but it's a funny coincidence that I'm

having lunch with the French.” And I sort of got my last-minute instructions, which probably

weren't any instructions because they figured I already knew what I was supposed to do.

I said, “Well, it's really going to be fun going over all these charges.” Because Khanh had

already gone on the air with flagrant charges against the four generals for selling out the

country to France and alleging that France was behind the plot and all that.

And you know, in a way, where there's smoke, there's a little fire. But the way I would

situate that is, of course, that some French instinctively resented the American pre-

eminence in Vietnam, which had been their turf. In an emotional way they resented it.
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Now, to carry that to say the French government was planning coups is, I think, ridiculous

and untrue. But you can see, in terms of generally known attitudes, where somebody had

a straw to grab on in embroidering on this issue and making these allegations, even if it

weren't warranted or not fully warranted and not even 3 percent warranted.

But anyway, when I remarked I was having lunch with the French charg# and it was going

to be fun seeing what he had to say in reaction to Khanh's remark, Westy's remark, which

I remember was, “Boy, this is going to be quite a lunch. Your host doesn't realize yet just

how bad a luncheon this is going to be.” He thought that was a good joke, and I went off to

lunch and, of course, had my conversation with the French charg#. And as usual, we just

were awaiting more information and more facts, and nothing of great significance came out

of that luncheon. I think from his point of view, if I can presume to judge what he was trying

to do, he, I'm sure, was trying to look to see if the Americans were beating anti-French

drums, which we were not, and I think I may even have had authority to tell him that Lodge

had asked for proof of all these allegations and was willing to look at evidence, but so far

we had none. I would imagine that Perruche was relieved to see that the Americans—

especially Lodge—were not uncritically accepting the line of the Khanh coup about French

intrigues.

Q: You see this French involvement or alleged involvement. It crops up over and over

again in the Vietnam story, and you get the impression that people were using it like a red

herring.

FLOTT: Yes. On balance, I don't want to be accused of being soft on the French or

anything, but I think I am objective, and I think I know as much about it as anyone because

that was one of my principal responsibilities, that and Free World Assistance. People were

using it as a red herring, and some military adviser who wasn't very effective with the

Vietnamese he was advising, perhaps through no fault of his own—but it was very easy

for him to blame his difficulties on the alleged fact that all the French rubber plantation

managers were selling information to the Viet Cong and that sort of thing. There were a
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lot of allegations made at a low level, and on the French side, there were a lot of low-level

types who thought, “Well, the Americans want to take our place here and take over our

pizza parlors and things,” which of course was not the case.

Q: Let me ask you a hypothetical question on the French business. If the French charg#

or the ambassador could have written his own ticket for Vietnam's future for a resolution of

the conflict and so on, what do you suppose it would have looked like?

FLOTT: Well, I think it would have been the Quai d'Orsay line, leaning towards neutralism.

But, as Ambassador Lodge pointed out wisely many times, you can't settle for neutralism

when your military affairs are going downhill. Lodge mentioned many times, “If the French

had had a conference on neutralism with the Germans, who were occupying France

in 1943, it wouldn't have been so good.” It was not the moment to do it. But I think the

French had a feeling, which ultimately proved to be correct, that real national fiber in South

Vietnam just wasn't there. The human qualities, the will to sacrifice, the ability to forge

a popular political base, just weren't there to win the thing, and that rightly or wrongly,

all things being relative, the communists were the more attractive party to many of the

people whose views would be determinant, namely potential recruits for the Viet Cong and

the highly motivated North Vietnamese army. And of course the French attached great

importance to a continuing French presence, cultural and economic, in Indochina.

Q: Right. Okay.

FLOTT: The French were closer to that reality, and the Americans still had a sort of

ebullient can-do, which impression was enhanced by all these bright, young military

advisers who had learned at West Point that any platoon they commanded was the best

in the world and all that sort of thing.Right. Okay. The Khanh coup generated a rather

unique problem, and that was the problem that was referred to as the “plight of the Dalat

generals,” I think, in a few places. What is that all about? Well, the Dalat generals, the first
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thing that should be said about them is that they were the artisans of expelling [Ngo Dinh

Diem in the November 1 coup—

Q: Except that Big Minh was not with them in Dalat.

FLOTT: Yes, but Big Minh was sort of a sacred cow, and the Khanh group simply isolated

him. He was so passive anyway that they didn't have to put him under house arrest. They

could just shove him off to a side and not give him copies of all the telegrams, and he was

just as much out of action playing tennis in Saigon as he would have been under house

arrest in Dalat. The other four were more active, and they were accused of having French

ties.

Now these are all men who, from their previous military history, had indeed been close

to the French, but they were not pro-French to the extent of being anti-American. I very

much doubt that they were engaged in any plot with the French, but it depends on what

you mean by plot. They might have had a drink with some Frenchman who subscribed

to this sort of neutralist line, or the theory that rather than bleed the country white, you

should make an agreement or settle something, but that doesn't mean the French were

pushing an agreement. What I am saying is, there were a lot of Frenchmen who were,

perhaps, inclined to seek to foresee that kind of a solution. These generals might indeed

have talked to some such persons without necessarily buying what they had to say, even.

But that would be my gut feeling about what the extent of the problem was. But from our

mission point of view, these Dalat generals were highly persona non grata to the Khanh

government, to which we were trying to be supportive because after the January 31 coup it

was the government in power.

Q: But did their plight present some kind of a problem, an attitudinal problem for the

mission or—?

FLOTT: Yes, Lodge was very concerned that these four men, good men with whom he

had been dealing the day before, were suddenly under house arrest. And Lodge made the
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predictable representations that any high American official would have made: well, these

men should get a fair trial, and if they're accused, the evidence should be presented, or if

there is no substance to the evidence, that they should be acquitted and released. Lodge

did that, as much as he could, without running into problems of intervening in Vietnamese

internal affairs.

Q: Was there fear that these men might be done away with, executed?

FLOTT: No. Not quite, because Khanh wouldn't have dared go quite that far. In fact, the

following Christmas after it all happened, I happened to have Christmas Eve dinner with

them and with the French charg#, in Dalat. Now, again, he drove up to Dalat two days

before Christmas of 1964 and offered me a ride to go along with him. It was a chance

to drive through about three hundred kilometers of country that embassy officials didn't

usually get a chance to drive through, so I touched base with the appropriate people.

Ambassador [U. Alexis] Johnson and General [Maxwell] Taylor were there. They approved

it. I asked colleagues like John Burke, who was another first secretary in the political

section. I said, “Do you see any reason why I should not do this, any perception that it

would be misunderstood or misinterpreted?” I just touched base with everybody, and

everybody was for it, so I went up with this French charg#, who, in a very thoughtful way,

brought to the Dalat generals the appropriate trappings for a French Christmas Eve dinner

and all—buche de Noel and champagne.

Q: Wasn't that contested country at this time?

FLOTT: About half of it was, yes, that we drove through. I flew back. You see, I figured it

was quite safe to drive up if the plan to do so was kept under wraps—and then presuming

that, if we had been stopped by a Viet Cong patrol, I could have successfully passed

as a Frenchman. I had no weapon, no American clothes or papers on me. The Viet

Cong wouldn't have questioned it. I figured it was reasonably safe, but once I was there
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and once the secret was out of the bag, so to speak, I would come back by plane.

Arrangements were made for a plane to bring me back.

Q: But the Viet Cong would not have bothered a Frenchman if they knew he was a

Frenchman?

FLOTT: That's right. At that point in time and that stage of the game, a Frenchman, even

if stopped, would simply identify himself as a Frenchman, and they would probably wave

him on. That doesn't mean that the French were helping them. It simply means that the

Viet Cong had enough of a fight with us and didn't want one with the French as well. As

it turned out, we weren't stopped. I had worked all night and the night before, and going

through the worst part of Zone D or the hairiest part of the road, I fell asleep in the front

seat of the car through much of it, I was so tired from being up all night before translating

something for General Taylor.

Q: Who drove the car?

FLOTT: The French charg#.

Q: So there were just the two of you?

FLOTT: Well, we had his two servants in the back seat, but one was Chinese and one was

a trusted Vietnamese. They had no advance knowledge of my plan to travel with Perruche.

I did not feel in great danger, but I prudently would not have driven back because the word

could have gotten out, “There's an American from the embassy up here. You can catch

him on the road back,” so I flew back. But the first pass at a target you can get in for free,

and I did.

Q: So what transpired at Dalat then?

FLOTT: Well, we had this very pleasant Christmas Eve dinner, and they had talks, and

I'm sure that Perruche, the French charg#, did, from his point of view, some good political
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reporting. He heard out these people who were, after all, under house arrest because of

being accused of plotting with him. Again, the fact that he took them a Christmas cake

and had this Christmas Eve dinner and took me along sort of suggested the relation was

something less than conspiratorial or sinister.

Q: Yes.

FLOTT: And these four generals were behaving in a very collegial, buoyant way among

themselves, getting on very well and being very nice to everybody. But I'm sure Perruche

heard everything they had to say, and my guess would be that they probably concluded

that Khanh was just sort of a low-level opportunist, who had to accuse these people of

something. There is a French proverb, “Qui veut noyer son chien, l'accuse de la rage.”

“Anyone who wants to justify drowning his dog says he has rabies.” And Perruche, who

was very concerned about improving my French and making it more distinguished and

literary, taught me that expression in that connection. I think it was probably a point well

taken as far as Mr. Khanh went.

Q: Was that what Khanh was, a low-level opportunist?

FLOTT: Essentially, yes.

Q: What was he trying to do?

FLOTT: Put Khanh in power and then get the Americans to win the war for him. Well, that

certainly puts it in a nutshell.

Q: Did we intercede for these generals in any overt way?

FLOTT: Yes. Ambassador Lodge, with a very fine sense of style and integrity and the art

of the possible, made all appropriate representations, and Lodge did this just enough to

convey the impression that they had better not go off the deep end and really hurt these
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people, and their conditions of captivity were certainly not terrible if they were hosting

dinner parties and things up in the most pleasant part of Vietnam.

Q: Right. Okay. Did you know these men personally, Tran Van Don and—?

FLOTT: Yes, I happened to know all of them quite well.

Q: Would you characterize them for us?

FLOTT: Tran Van Don is now living in Orlando, Florida, and eventually became vice

president of Vietnam and all, very French-oriented, very smooth, very sociable. He was the

kind of person that a French-oriented American would like very much, as I did, because

he was easy to talk to. He spoke perfect French. He was pleasant socially and everything

else. Having said that, I would say he was not a man of iron will or driving commitment to

duty. He did his duty, he put in his time on his watch, but he wasn't the kind of driving force

who could weld a nation together.

Let's see. Le Van Kim was his brother-in-law. Le Van Kim was a really brilliant man by

any standard. He would have been Phi Beta Kappa and top of his class at MIT if he had

gone to it. Offhand, I don't remember if Le Van Kim spoke English, but he was very, very

bright, and his son graduated at the top of his class from one of the best universities in

France, one of the so-called grandes ecoles. Kim was just a brilliant man who saw all the

problems, I thought, pretty well, but again, he could not really lead the country.

And Ton That Dinh was sort of a Mexican jumping bean, pod-of-pepper who had been

attacking the Americans before the anti-Diem coup, then who was sort of the last

man to join the October 31 coup against Diem. He was sort of an amiable lightweight,

unpredictable, but perhaps with some leadership qualities. As inspector general of training,

he probably would have been all right to that extent. He would have made sure the platoon

leaders had fire coming out of their nostrils, at least, although a great intellect he was not.
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Mai Huu Xuan was a more withdrawn figure, who had been the chief of the Secret Police

in the old days. When we had this dinner with them, there was a field generator in the villa

—the generals were under house arrest—one of those that you turn with your hand knob,

and as you may know, there have been allegations that such generators had occasionally

been used to facilitate interrogation. I made a crack to Perruche that “out of deference

to the presence of Mai Huu Xuan, the other three generals didn't ask anyone to use the

electric generator.” (Laughter) They thought that was very funny. But Mai Huu Xuan did

have a Secret Police background, and-

Q: Did he have a Surete background as well?

FLOTT: Yes, whatever it was. I don't know the names of those intelligence agencies

exactly, but it was that kind of thing. And there were stories going way back to 1952

where there was a problem in some marketplace, and he left fifty dead people there as an

example that he was not a man to be trifled with, and if that may be partly apocryphal, it is

perhaps not entirely apocryphal.

Q: I see. So he had something of a sinister reputation?

FLOTT: Yes. Yes.

Q: Do you know what became of him?

FLOTT: I don't. Offhand, I don't.

Q: What finally became of these people?

FLOTT: Oh, they were eventually released, and Don, when Lodge came, you remember—

this is getting ahead of our chronology—but Lodge came back to Saigon in March of 1965,

and he was going to be—well, history shows that three months later he was reappointed

ambassador. That was for his second term. But he came back on a visit, and Ambassador
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Taylor, typically of his good sense of organization and style, assigned me as an aide

to Lodge for that visit, knowing of our past relationship. I was sort of running Lodge's

temporary office and running his message center and facilitating his mission on his visit

there, which had many facets. This is all in roughly March of 1965, and among others who

came in, Don wanted to come in and see him.

Don by then had been released, and when they met Lodge apologized, so to speak, or

explained the circumstances to Don of why he had not been able to be more active on his

behalf when he was under house arrest, which Don understood perfectly well. Everybody

understood, and I had already covered that ground with the four generals, making sure

that they knew of Lodge's goodwill and protective instincts for them. And Don said that he

wanted to get back into a job; he absolutely had to be doing something. He wanted to get

into the war effort in any way that he could be fitted in, and Lodge said, “I know how you

feel. I've been out of office myself, and it's just like giving up smoking. It's terrible, but my

advice is, don't make waves. Wait two weeks. Wait until they find something. Make haste

slowly.” And Lodge gave him good and friendly advice which Don accepted in the spirit in

which it was offered. I was present at that meeting with them.

And the others, in one way or another, were fitted into something. I don't remember the

details. And Don, of course, eventually became vice president of Vietnam.

Q: Right. I heard that Xuan lost his mind.

FLOTT: Yes, Mai Huu Xuan. Maybe he did. I don't know.

Q: What shall we move to now?

FLOTT: The third from last line there.

Q: Okay. David Nes. You know David Nes, of course?
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FLOTT: Yes.

Q: What was his position in the embassy? It seems to me that he was in a rather

ambiguous spot.

FLOTT: Well, his formal position was very clear-cut. He came out as deputy chief of

mission (DCM), appointed by various official telegrams, and they rushed him out there

after he had been chosen and everything. One of the problems he had was he was used

to being number-two man in a clear-cut situation where the number-two man is the alter

ego of the ambassador and has instant access to him and can discuss everything, and,

in private, can disagree or suggest to the ambassador alternate courses of action. That's

the normal position of a DCM. He found himself cut off by what he probably regarded as

a whippersnap lieutenant colonel, Mike Dunn, who clearly not only had the confidence of

the Ambassador but perhaps even more, had a charter from the Ambassador to screen

people. It's hard to tell just to what extent Mike Dunn was acting on instructions or to

what extent he perhaps overdrew on a vague guideline; these things are awfully hard

to adjudicate. But rightly or wrongly, Mike Dunn at one point apparently told Nes that he

could not see the Ambassador without first getting Mike Dunn's permission, and that was

not David Nes' old-line foreign service officer notion of how a number-two man has access

to his chief. I think that was the inherent difficulty, and I'm not in a position to judge either

of them because I don't know to what extent Mike was acting on Ambassador Lodge's

instructions.

Q: Neither man confided in you, I gather.

FLOTT: Well, I got peripheral observations from both of them, yes, but nothing that would

add anything significant to what I've already said.

Q: Okay. Well, what was Mr. Nes given to do exactly?
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FLOTT: Well, on paper he was functioning as a DCM, and he did indeed become charg#

d'affaires when Lodge was absent from the country. Cables went out in his name and

that kind of thing. When he had less and less access to Lodge, he took up other duties

like dealing with Cambodian-Vietnamese relations and things like that. He supervised

all the career foreign service bureaucracy in the embassy, which Lodge certainly did not

supervise directly. Nes, as far as I could tell, was a man of good, professional conscience.

I recall an incident where there was a need for somebody to go out and represent the

United States at some major dedication of a bridge that was symbolic of a reconstruction

effort in a province and all. This was something that he thought the United States should

be represented at, and everybody did, and he had a fever of 104, went out there for two

days doing that, at some risk. He was a very conscientious officer. Now he may have

somewhat missed the boat on how to deal with Ambassador Lodge, or it may have been a

hopelessly intractable thing.

Q: I've heard that he was supposed to be the chief administrative officer, that he was going

to run the mission, and Lodge was going to be the man-FLOTT: Well, that to a certain

extent is always the case with a DCM.

Q: But this is supposed to have gotten him in trouble with Lodge. Lodge was not willing to

relinquish his control over AID and so on.

FLOTT: I'm sure there's something to that, and I would also submit that David Nes would

have been as good as any foreign service officer I know, you know, to handle these

complex relations with other constituent parts of an embassy, of a country team. I did the

same job myself in Indonesia, and I know something about what a DCM does. I was acting

DCM out there for about nine months. Yes, logically, that would have been part of his

duties, but by then, the AID mission, instead of being a group of twenty-seven people who

specialized in water pumps for irrigation or something, suddenly was a massive force in

the thousands dealing with pacification and things in support of the GVN [government of
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Vietnam]. And they had prima donnas at the top who wanted direct access to Lodge, and

maybe Lodge wanted direct access to them to make his own judgments.

Q: Right. When did you learn that Ambassador Lodge was leaving Vietnam?

FLOTT: Putting all this on whatever day it was on Saigon time, I believe he told the press

the story in confidence at 6:00 p.m. By then, I'm sure the President had been notified and

all that. I did not see those telegrams at the time. They weren't my business directly. I was

busily working on Free World Assistance, the More Flags business, and there was no

good reason why I would have seen those telegrams.

I think when Ambassador Lodge discovered that I did not know about this, or hadn't known

it, he very thoughtfully called me up about one p.m., about five hours before he talked to

the press and said, “Look, old man, you came over here with me. I just wanted to take

leave of you and let you know that I am going home very quickly for political reasons that

I have already discussed with you in some measure,” as he had over, say, the previous

two weeks, his view that it would be very unfortunate for the Republican Party if Barry

Goldwater were nominated candidate.

He would have preferred, I am sure, to have seen Governor [Nelson] Rockefeller named,

but [William] Scranton, he thought, was the better choice, and he was going back to

campaign for Scranton. Then the next morning, he got us all together—you know, a staff

meeting of his principal officers—told us that he really felt as a question of conscience,

that he had to go back and get into the Republican convention to see to it that the party of

Abraham Lincoln did not become the party of Barry Goldwater, and he would be leaving

in a day and a half. He was going to have a farewell reception that night, and I was very

much involved in making the arrangements and last-minute guest lists and making lots

of last-minute telephone calls to get people there who might not have received their

invitations by messengers.
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Q: I can imagine.

FLOTT: Mike Dunn and I both worked very hard putting that together.

Q: How did the Vietnamese react to Lodge's sudden departure?

FLOTT: I think they were puzzled by it, but in a way, it figured. When a man of that

background, a very political background, goes back to help one of his political friends, not

only did the Vietnamese understand it pretty well but LBJ understood it very well.

Q: There was some talk that Mr. Lodge was wanting to run himself.

FLOTT: Well, it wasn't a question of that at all. He was not a candidate. I remember once

there was this volunteer primary effort on his behalf at some point, and people were

running through the hills of New Hampshire voting for him. I remember one day he had

flown on a prop plane—he'd flown up to Hue and back in one day and came in the office

about six o'clock, soaked in perspiration, covered with dust, which was all the more visible

because he had on an open-collared, white shirt just covered with red mud dust. And

there was a telegram, just a report, a wire-service report about how he had won the New

Hampshire primary without even running in it, and he said, “There's a lesson for you, my

boy, in this. There are two lessons for you in this. One is, stay out of your country and

keep your mouth shut!” He said, “This time I did not campaign, and I was nine thousand

miles from home, and I won. It makes me think of all those hard, cold winters when I

tramped around in the snows of Massachusetts or New Hampshire trying to get votes, and

here I stay away and keep my mouth shut, and I win a primary.” He just made that sort of

an in-house joke, but he was clearly touched by the outcome.

Q: Well, I wonder if the press had anything to do with that. We've already mentioned that

he seemed to have had a very good press in Vietnam, but he had not had a good press in

the United States when he was a candidate.
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FLOTT: Yes, that's true. I know all those horror stories from the Nixon-Lodge campaign,

but, well, I think the press did very much respect the job he was doing in Vietnam—trying

to do. They respected certainly his patriotic motivation in being there, but I am certain he

did not go back to the States to run. He went back to shore up what could be called the

Rockefeller-Scranton wing of the Republican Party. And that he had discussed with me

over a period of perhaps two weeks before, just as an informed citizen observing, without

tipping his hand at all that he was going to go back.

Q: Well, what effect did this have on your situation, on your personal position?

FLOTT: Well, the duties he had given me some time before this, the duties I had sort of

drifted into, were—my main jobs were responsibility for this Free World Assistance. It was

originally called Third Country Aid or More Flags. I think LBJ put the More Flags name on

it. He was very keen on the project. He literally sent out telegrams of guidance, or prodding

us, or kicking us in the tail about once a day, and I was made officer in charge of that.

That figured because of my closeness to Lodge and everything. Lodge obviously had to

delegate the nuts and bolts to somebody, delegated it to me, and that was a full-time job.

I also had the secondary duty of keeping track of the French community and handling

our relations with them. And that was enough on my plate, and when he left, I continued

to do the same. Lodge very thoughtfully helped arrange this. As you know, Ambassador

Johnson, U. Alexis Johnson, arrived there three hours before Lodge left, and they had a

quick meeting, and after the meeting was over, Lodge called me in and said, “Look, I've

got everything fixed up with my successors. You're going to continue to be in charge of

these same programs.” He then called me in to introduce me to Alex Johnson and sort

of pass on the mantle in his presence and with his blessing, and my transition with the

new group was perfectly normal. Two days after he arrived in Saigon, U. Alexis Johnson

was flying up to Dalat to see Khanh, and people in the embassy had recommended me

as the best person to go along to be his interpreter, which I did. When General Taylor got

there, he said, “I understand your French is good. I speak some French myself. Whenever
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I make a mistake, I want you to make a note of it and correct me. Teach it to me correctly

when you get a chance.” And General Taylor really meant this.

Q: And he prided himself on his linguistics skill.

FLOTT: Oh, yes. Well, he was a good linguist. Considering that he had also been

chairman of the Joint Chiefs and doing other things than speaking French, he spoke very

good French. It was the kind of French that was so good that what I did was: if I saw that

he was systematically, repeatedly making a rather important type of mistake, I'd say,

“Look, you consistently do this wrong. The way you should do it is this, this, this,” and

I'd solve the problem. If he just mispronounced some little thing or something or had the

gender of a word wrong, or something, I wouldn't bother him with that, but Taylor was a

very good man to work with. He worked me very hard. If he'd received a long, detailed

instruction from LBJ to raise certain points with General [Nguyen Van] Thieu, who, at the

time—or Khanh or whoever it was—I forget the older man who was president for a while,

he used me to help get the message across.

Q: Gosh, there were so many.

FLOTT: Yes. Anyway, so a lot of these people didn't read English, and in the diplomatic

business, there's such a thing as giving a person what's known as “a piece of paper”—”un

bout de papier”—and that is in effect you give them an outline of your talking points,

so they can remember them and get it straight. So if there was a twenty-page telegram

message from LBJ to give the President of Vietnam, Taylor would come into my office

at 6:00 p.m. and say, “Fred, I've just received this from the President, and I wonder if

you'd translate it into French so I could leave a copy with President”—whoever it was

—”tomorrow morning?” And I said, “Yes, sir.” And he said, “I'm going to see him at seven-

thirty a.m. I'd like to have it by six-thirty. Why don't you come and have breakfast with

me then, and we can discuss it?” Well, he was decent enough to invite me for breakfast.

He kept me up all night and I'd sure be hungry by then, and also, I was really honored
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to be asked to stay up all night working for Max Taylor. He had kept other people up all

night before in his career, and I was glad to be part of the distinguished group. That was

the nature of our relation. And if he ever had a sudden cancellation at one of his official

dinners, he'd very often call me to fill in and fill up the table. He was a very good man to

work with, and he occasionally took me back with him on his trips back to the States.

Q: How would you compare or contrast his style as ambassador with that of Mr. Lodge?

FLOTT: He had all the best qualities of the American military and applied them to his work.

He was also a man of unusual intelligence and breadth of interest and that sort of thing.

And Lodge had all the best qualities of the United States Senate. The two types operate in

a different way. A senator, at most, commands perhaps as many as fifty people, whereas

if you are chairman of the Joint Chiefs, you are commanding more than that, and your

modus operandi reflect it.

I remember there was one incident. There was a certain friendly ambassador to whom

Lodge personally had been very close during his tour. When Lodge came back on this

March of 1965 trip before being renamed, when Taylor was still ambassador, Lodge

remarked that this friendly European ambassador had complained to him that he didn't

have the same kind of close relation with General Taylor that he'd had with Lodge for the

simple reason that Taylor didn't really have any important business to do with him and

spent his time on things that were directly related to his mission. Lodge said, “You know”—

he told me privately; we were riding somewhere in the car—”You know, it's a pity this

difference came up between the two. It's not important, but it's a pity because Taylor could

have handled this differently. You know, when I was up at the UN, there was always a

certain body of information that was not really secret. There was no real national security

reason to keep it secret, but I didn't release it. I didn't throw it out on the open market.

Why? Because I'd save it as tidbits to give from time to time to people just to improve

my relation with them. And now Taylor could have done that. There are a lot of things he

could have told this particular ambassador with no harm to security and all, just to maintain
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a better relation with him. Taylor didn't realize that. He doesn't know that.” Then Lodge

threw his arms up in the air and said, “But, of course, I don't know how to run an airborne

division!” (Laughter)

That was, I think, a pretty good illustration of the difference between the two. I respected

both of them, and I liked both of them.

Q: But I think you're saying that it's very hard to compare them.

FLOTT: It is indeed. Yes. But they were both first-rate in their ways.

Q: And both effective.

FLOTT: Yes. As much as you can be effective at nailing jelly to a wall, which is trying to

do such things as making South Vietnam into a cohesive force with fire coming out of its

nostrils.

Q: Well, in that vein, let me ask you this question. It's not on the paper, but it's certainly

relevant, and perhaps you won't mind addressing it. I think Taylor tried to nail the jelly to

the wall in December of 1964, didn't he, when we had the coup that—?

FLOTT: Where they said they wouldn't deal with Taylor? Oh, yes.

Q: He was almost declared persona non grata.

FLOTT: He almost was, and that was, of the telegrams I saw, that was the only time I

saw a telegram from the State Department, possibly from Bill Bundy or [Dean] Rusk—

I don't know who, one shouldn't speculate on the actual authorship of those things—

but there was a telegram from high places in Washington saying, in essence, “Look, if

the Vietnamese keep up this business of having a coup every two weeks, it makes it

impossible to win the war, and we may have to conclude that the thing can't be won and
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that we shouldn't participate in it any further.” It was the only time that I saw a speculation

of the cut-out-losses-and-get-out sort that was in print from high places.

Q: Were you present when Taylor called the generals in and chastised them?

FLOTT: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. That was one of these Sundays when I was duty officer. We'd

just had another coup, and he was getting tired of it, and he called them in, and as the

popular story goes, dressed them down like a bunch of West Point cadets. And I think

that was probably pretty much what he did. I was ten feet away from where he was doing

this. I was not in the room and quite properly not. He wanted to have it a meeting among

equals or peers, but I was going in and out of the office, and I was sitting at a little desk

right outside his office doing my command post function of being duty officer, keeping track

of where which armored column was as of that moment sort of thing—we were getting

reports, but nobody was systematically trying to keep us informed.

Q: Yes, but you could overhear, more or less?

FLOTT: Well, yes, Taylor told me what had gone on, and I, of course, saw his written

reports of the thing. I was generally very much up to speed on how he was conducting his

mission, and again, I thought he did a first-rate job of it.

Q: The Vietnamese did not react well or take this dressing down very well-

FLOTT: Well, they don't like it. They'd much prefer to have a soft boss rather than a tough

boss, and if they had some gullible American who was very concerned about respecting

their sovereignty and all, they'd rather have that than have a tough-minded partner. I

wouldn't fault General Taylor at all for the way he handled that. I'm just glad he handled it

the way he did.

Q: Mr. Flott, what was the nature of your responsibility for the Free World Assistance side

of our operation?
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FLOTT: This was a program that went into very high gear in about May or June of 1964,

and it was a program in which President Johnson himself was personally very interested.

We literally got three telegrams a day from the White House giving his latest advice

on areas in which he could bring support to bear to help our efforts. The program was

originally called Third Country Aid, and it was basically aid from other countries, other

than the United States, to help the government of Vietnam. It was very open-ended. The

more aid we could get the more we liked it. I changed the name of the program from

Third Country Aid to Free World Assistance because of the obvious favorable political

connotation. The U.S. government welcomed it and the Johnson Administration welcomed

it, because it was a way to show that what we were trying to do in Vietnam was not just an

American idea, or an American problem, but also it was a concern of the whole free world,

and that in some measure—and taking into account their different resources or levels of

involvement—just about all of the free world countries were trying to do something to help

Vietnam.

My job on the Saigon end of it was what we call generating requests for aid—to get the

government of Vietnam, which was spread very thin, to request aid from countries that we

were in a position to know would be willing to help them if the received requests for aid.

Then we would make representations to these friendly governments that had embassies

in Saigon or if not Saigon, at least in Bangkok, telling them that the U.S. government very

much hoped they would see fit to do something to help Vietnam. I made a few trips not

only to Bangkok to see embassies for countries that didn't have embassies in Saigon, but

also went out to Iran and Paris, Israel, trying to get aid for Vietnam.

And as I say, President Johnson was personally very much interested in the program, and

if he had a visiting head of state from a potential donor country coming in to see him in the

Oval Office, he'd ask us, “Just what should I ask this fellow for?” He was trying very hard to

help.
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Q: You mentioned Israel. Were there any special problems associated with getting Israel

to contribute something to the effort?

FLOTT: Yes, with every country there was a special problem of one sort or another; either

the political forces at home didn't like it or something. In the case of Israel, the biggest

problem was that the government of Israel did not want to be seen as doing something

that would antagonize the Russians unnecessarily and therefore compromise even further

the position of Soviet Jewry. The main concern of the government of Israel, of course, was

to get their people out of the Soviet Union.

Q: Right. So did they eventually give some aid to South Vietnam?

FLOTT: Almost nothing. Rather than adopt a posture of totally saying no, they offered

at one point— just to show how far this was from being useful or supportive—to teach

agricultural subjects that the Israelis of course are first-rate in, very knowledgeable on.

They offered to teach desert or dry soil agriculture to trainees who would have to take

their training in Israel of course that posed problems of how do you get draft-age young

men out of Vietnam to go to Israel anyway, especially if it's to learn something that's not

really relevant to most of Vietnam. But even that limited offer we were willing to talk about

at least, hoping we could get more from them. And they took the position that with two or

three million Jews sort of hostage in the Soviet Union they couldn't do much more than

that. I pointed out that the Federal Republic of Germany might be excused for thinking that

there were seventeen million Germans hostage in the German Democratic Republic, and

nonetheless the West Germans sent us all kinds of hospital ships and hospitals and civic

programs and everything else. But the Israelis just made the minimum of a token offer just

to avoid saying no categorically.

Q: Right. How about the Filipinos?
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FLOTT: The Filipinos put in a large program. They sent a lot of people there. Mind you, the

people they sent were on per diem and there were perhaps other incentives than fighting

the fight for freedom. But the Filipinos did have a large program and of course the Filipinos

had many very skilled people and people who worked well in the English language and

interfaced well with our own people.

Q: Was there a problem with Asian countries not being particularlinterested in helping?

FLOTT: Yes.

Q: What was their position?

FLOTT: They just didn't quite see the urgency of it in the same terms that we did. I think

a lot of them probably had the feeling that the Viet Cong did after all have a popular base

of a sort and that they just didn't want their country in the long run to be associated with

having fought against the Viet Cong.

Q: I see. What was the attitude of the Thais on this question?

FLOTT: The Thais sent a lot of people, but of course we were able to make very direct

representations to the Thais and ensure that we got delivery of quite a bit of aid from them

because they wanted things from us. So our leverage with the Thais was pretty good.

The Japanese of course always begged off from anything with military implications, but

they sent some aid and hospitals and things like that.

The French, who would never say that they were doing this in response to the Free World

Assistance Program, nonetheless sent an awful lot of aid to Vietnam. They had four

hundred high school teachers or whatever the number was there.

Q: And the Koreans, were you involved in that?
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FLOTT: Yes, the Koreans were big in that, too.

Q: Of course, they also had a lot of troops there.

FLOTT: Yes, and there was also lots of reimbursement for what the Koreans did, and

Koreans are very willing to do things if they are reimbursed for them.

Q: The Australians, the Anzacs [Australian-New Zealand Army Corps]?

FLOTT: Yes, the Australians and New Zealanders both had first-rate medical programs

and did very good things, and of course they also had troops there.

Q: Right. Were you also responsible for handling any problems that might arise in the

course of the aid being given?

FLOTT: Yes.

Q: Can you think of anything in particular which posed a problem for you in this regard?

FLOTT: Well, we were, for purely political and image-building reasons, so glad to get any

aid that we could point to as broadening the base of our effort there, that almost anything

they gave us was welcome. But even though we were very inclined to be thankful for

small favors, some people were worse than others about not wanting hands showing. The

Greeks, for example, offered to give us what I think was an acquisition value of a hundred

dollars worth of surgical equipment that was rusted and they would give it to us as long as

we didn't say that they had done so. Well, that was I guess the lowest point of those who

said reluctantly yes to joining the effort.

There were problems of that sort. There was also the problem that once these people

arrived, foreigners like Spaniards, Iranians, it was a problem to support them, but it was

usually solved. It was something we had the resources to do. We'd fix them up with

housing and all. I suppose one of the worst problems was that the government of Vietnam
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itself, which obviously should have been interested in getting all the aid it could, both for

material reasons and also for image reasons, didn't push the program as much as we did.

Q:Why was that?

FLOTT: It was just simpler, they thought probably, to get everything from the Americans

than it was to be nice to a wide group of foreigners. And again, saying that, you have to

take into account that their government was stretched very thin and already had very much

on its plate.

Q: Yes. Is it possible to describe a typical or prototypical sequence in which a decision

was made to ask a country for a certain kind of aid and then I suppose he would go to the

Vietnamese government and say, “Why don't you ask for this?” Is that the way it went?

FLOTT: Yes. First of all, we limited ourselves to that which appeared to be positive, or

possible I should say, and secondly, we looked, quite frankly, for those things that had

the most psychological and political impact. But typically a country like Iran, for a variety

of reasons, did not see fit to send armed troops there. On the other hand, the Iranians,

as part of their close relation with the United States, were willing to send a group. So we

said, “Okay, supposing you send a medical team or a small hospital team and we'll put it

out in one of the provinces,” and they did. The Iranian equivalent of the Red Cross Society

is called the Red Lion and Crescent. They sent a good group commanded by a retired

colonel and did medical work. The Spaniards did the same thing. For their own domestic

reasons, they didn't want to get too involved with sending troops or anything, but they sent

a military medical team and they'd be put out in a province.

Anyway, when we determined that they were—see, President Johnson was leaning on all

our embassies around the world to be supportive of this program and to try to find donors.

When we learned for example that Iran would be willing to send a team, we'd generate a

request, that is, stimulate the bureaucratic and paper process of getting the government
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of Vietnam to request the aid. Then I'd follow up on the project with the intended donor

country's ambassador in Saigon, to ensure that it moved forward.

Q:Was there any problem with providing security for such teams?

FLOTT: Yes, but not unmanageable. They'd have two or three Vietnamese bodyguards

living around their house, maybe.

Q: I think some Germans at Hub were scooped up at Tet.

FLOTT: Yes, they got caught up in the Tet offensive, but that was an extreme case.

Q: Was the Filipino—what was it called?—Operation Brotherhood, was that still extant

at this time, or had that been terminated before your time? FLOTT: I think the specific

Operation Brotherhood was over by then, but the Filipinos sent stuff in response to this

request for free world assistance. And of course the minute they were doing something

useful and the minute the Filipinos themselves saw that the U.S. government wanted

something from them, there were a number of enterprising individual Filipinos that arrived

at my office in Saigon saying, well, if you can make such and such a contract for barges

or floating cranes or something from my firm, or if you can buy so much San Miguel beer

for sale on the PX or whatever the line was that they were touting and the special interests

that they were representing, they'd say, “We, of course, can be very influential and we'll

certainly see to it that you get the free world assistance.” But that happened. I remember

particularly the Filipinos in that connection. On the other hand, the Filipinos did send some

very able people there. They had a good counterinsurgency sense: they'd had relevant

experience in their own country. And, you know, because of our close ties between the two

countries, a Filipino medical team would proceed very much like an American one would,

so it was much easier to integrate them into our effort.

Q: I see. How did you deal with these offers of assistance involving the purchase of San

Miguel beer or a floating crane or whatever?
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FLOTT: I would tell them that from my dealings with their government it was not my

impression that their government would wish to proceed that way and while I was certainly

going to look into their remarks and share them with their government, that I could not

promise them anything.

Q: That would end it?

FLOTT: But that if their country knew what was good for them in view of President

Johnson's strong interest in this program, they'd be well advised to cooperate on sending

aid. That usually worked. It was very simple. We had a clear charter to lean on them

hard and twist arms hard, and with LBJ behind you on this thing, it was very easy to be

persistent and get tough with people.

Q: Right. Any instances of initial refusals followed by acquiescence as a result of

pressure?

FLOTT: Yes.

Q: Your pressure? LBJ's pressure?

FLOTT: Ultimately certainly LBJ's. I could occasionally select targets for his wrath, but I

couldn't apply any pressure myself in the same way that he could. It's not even entirely fair

to describe it as putting pressure on them. It takes more than one conversation and one

go-around to make a case on what's obviously a complicated and difficult and sometimes

expensive effort.

Q: Right. How about the British? Did they send—?

FLOTT: They did a lot of very good things.

Q: Did they? But the war was not popular in England.
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FLOTT:No, but the British were of course committed to their special relationship with the-

United States and they were always willing to send medical aid and surgical teams and

that kind of stuff.

Q: You mentioned last time—I don't want to leave Third World Assistance until you're

satisfied that—

FLOTT: I can't think of anything more I have on it.

Q: When the Pleiku incident took place in February of 1965, you said that you had lunch

with [John] McNaughton at that time. Do you recall that?

FLOTT: Yes.

Q: Was McGeorge Bundy there or was he out of the country?

FLOTT: No, Mac Bundy had actually gone up to Pleiku, and I had lunch with McNaughton

and with Chet Cooper. They were the two on the Mac Bundy party who for various reasons

stayed in Saigon. I think McNaughton had business at MACV headquarters and Chet

Cooper was doing something. Chet, whom I'd known for a number of years, said, “Look,

I'm free for lunch with McNaughton. Let's go together.” We just went over to one of the

officers' clubs or bogs and had lunch and talked. That was at noon that fateful Sunday

and then Mac Bundy came back from Pleiku and didn't even leave the airport. He landed

from Pleiku at Tan Son Nhut. McNaughton and Cooper and I were out at the airport and

McNaughton and Cooper flew back to the States with Bundy.

That was the point at which Mac Bundy said, “In view of these shellings of American

installations, we'd better get the dependents out.” Then LBJ made a very categorical order

that all dependents were going to be out within a week. The biggest no-no in that theater

of operations would be for wives or other dependents to come back into Vietnam once

they were evacuated.
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Q: They d been discussing whether they should evacuate the dependents, hadn't they?

FLOTT: Yes, but the straw that broke the camel's back, I suppose, was the Pleiku thing.

Q: Yes. I know some of the arguments pro and con were what impression this would make

on both the South Vietnamese and their enemies.

FLOTT: We were conscious of that and we figured that we could represent it as being

battening down the hatches and clearing the decks for action. It was done in that context.

Q: Is that the way the South Vietnamese interpreted it, do you think?

FLOTT: Yes, I think it was pretty much, yes.

Q: Okay. Did you talk to McGeorge Bundy about his conversation back to Washington

during the Pleiku incident or immediately after? Because it's known now that at that time

he also recommended that we begin the bombing.

FLOTT: Yes. I think out at the airport on the tarmac just talking with Mac Bundy and

McNaughton and Chet Cooper, Mac Bundy took the position that we clearly could not take

attacks of that Pleiku sort or of the earlier Bien Hoa sort lying down, and we had to study

ways off reprisal in kind.

Q: Well, how do you interpret his later and rather cynical remark that's been cited

in a number of cases when he was asked about what it was that triggered his

recommendation. He said, “Pleikus are like streetcars,” meaning there's one by every ten

minutes; you just pick the one you want to use as your excuse and you go ahead and do

what you want to do. That was not the way he seemed, though, at the time, is that right?
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FLOTT: I wouldn't claim to have any really valid insight into what was going on inside his

mind. It might well be that he meant to say he would not allow one incident to rush him into

premature or unwise action, timing-wise.

Q: But that was not the impression that you got, I gather.

FLOTT: My impression was that he quite lucidly and correctly figured that if the Viet Cong

were going to bring American installations under attack that we would have to make

reprisals in some suitable form.

Q: Right. When you came back, you were given duties involving trying to explain our

Vietnam policy; is that right?

FLOTT: Yes.

Q: What sorts of places did you go to in this effort?

FLOTT: The most basic underlying guideline and square one of the whole effort was that

this was done in the context of the Department of State supplying a spokesman in those

situations where a sponsoring group had requested a State Department spokesman.

Q: I see.

FLOTT: Now, just about anyone could request it. Any university could request it, and I

went to many universities. Also, public service groups like the Louisville, Kentucky Rotary

Club would request it, and I'd go out for that. The State Department made it very clear that

the sponsoring organization paid the bills. For example, my plane fares were always paid

by the sponsoring organization. My travel expenses were kept to the modest level covered

by government per diem, but the host organizations were always billed and had agreed in

advance to pay for the per diem of travel as well. Admittedly, they did not pay for my time.

But the State Department feels it has a public policy obligation of a sort to make speakers
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available where it's something they're willing to do. As a practical matter, most of my work

seemed to be on Saturdays and Sundays anyway when it was my own time and not the

department's.

Q: I see. Do we conclude that most of your audiences were at least neutraon the subject,

or—?

FLOTT: They varied widely. I had some audiences in California right at the time of the

Cambodian incursion that were very hostile, and where literally there was some concern

about my physical security, I mean making at least contingency plans for what you do if

you get a mob scene. Other audiences would be more friendly to our policy in Vietnam.

Q: Did you ever feel that you were in danger, or apprehensive?

FLOTT: I think if I had played it very stupidly and had angered a big crowd of antiwar

people and if I had added to normal differences of opinion by making them want to take it

out on me personally, I could probably have gotten kicked around, yes. But I avoided that.

I had occasion to speak at the student union at Berkeley.

Q: Well, that doesn't sound like a very friendly place to me.

FLOTT: No, but after Berkeley I went out to California two weekends in a row at the time

of the Cambodian incursion, which was 1970 or 1971, during the Nixon Administration.

But first I went out to California once during the Johnson Administration because the State

Department had a request for a speaker for Berkeley and the public affairs office—the

bureau that more or less managed these speaking engagements—advised me not to go

into this one, because it was a really violently hostile audience.

Q: I can imagine.

FLOTT: I talked to Governor [Averell] Harriman and said, “Governor, it seems to me we

ought to talk to the people who disagree with us on this thing.” And he said, “Well, I see
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no reason why not to do it. If you're willing to do it, it's your neck.” So I went out. But even

there, there were some positive situations. I mean there was the good thing that on an

American campus there's still enough sense of fairness left, regardless of how high the

passions ran, there was a feeling of, “Let this fellow be heard. Let's hear another viewpoint

and see what he has to say.” I had a couple of things helping me. The local regent at

Berkeley was Tom Sorensen, the brother of Ted Sorensen, and Tom, whom I'd known

from the East Coast and who had served in USIS, knew that I had been the escort officer

and interpreter for Supreme Court Justice [William] Douglas and for Bob Kennedy in 1955

when they went to the Soviet Union. So I told Tom Sorensen that I would agree to come

out to Berkeley and talk to their five thousand students in the student union at high noon,

if it were made very clear to the audience that I'd come out there in response to their

invitation. Tom picked it up from there and said, “Yes, and what's more, when I introduce

you I'll tell them that you were Bob Kennedy's interpreter,” and that of course was a big

plus.

I think on the part of the real hard core of troublemakers, not just ordinary citizens who for

their own reasons were angry with our policy but people who really deliberately wanted

to make trouble, they tended to wait until—they were waiting for me to make some bad

mistake to slip or stumble on something, in which case they could pile on and have the

audience with them. I said a lot of things they didn't like and a lot of things that they almost

decided to lower the boom on, but they kept waiting for something a little bit better and

more clear-cut. In time, of course, I got the audience to listen to what I had to say and

addressed all kinds of difficult subjects and got away with it.

Q: That's remarkable.

FLOTT: Things like napalm and that kind of thing they asked about.

Q: What was the concern about napalm? We'd used it in World War II; we'used it in Korea.
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FLOTT: Well, we didn't use napalm in World War II until the very end against the

Japanese, but if we'd had napalm in World War II for the Normandy landing, things would

have gone much better on Omaha Beach. We didn't have it. In Korea of course we did.

It just lent itself, I think, to almost symbolizing hellfire and damnation and big fire and of

course the horrible wounds it inflicts. Rightly or wrongly, it was a big emotional issue. The

troublemakers in the audience would figure they had a good enough case just saying,

“What about napalm?” And I'd say, “Okay, let me tell you about napalm.” I said, “Napalm

is, first of all, a rather limited weapon. It burns up everything within a hundred-yard radius,

but it doesn't do much beyond that. If you're attacking, advancing, and you're held down by

a hostile machine gun nest, there are a number of ways to take out a machine gun nest.

You can storm it frontally—in which case you'd lost twenty GIs dead on the ground—or

you can maneuver around it and maybe lose time and two or three people trying to get a

bangalore torpedo or a grenade into the thing. Or you can pull your company back three

hundred yards and ask for an air strike with napalm, kill the crew inside and save all of

your side's lives.” Then I asked the audience, “Now, if your brother were to be in the rifle

company inthe attack, which approach would you prefer that his company commander

took? All I'm doing is supporting the choice of weapons of these company commanders

who knew what they were doing. Incidentally, whoever it kills, it doesn't kill them any

deader than one bullet or one grenade would kill them anyway.” With a basically objective

audience, even an audience that was hostile to the war and all, they would reluctantly

agree, “Well, this guy seems to make sense on that point.”

Q: What other kinds of questions did you tend to get from an audience like that?

FLOTT: Oh, arguing over just exactly what the historical record was, the agreement to hold

elections one year after 1954. That would be hashed over a lot. Then the fact that it was

their country; it was all one country. Oh, yes, the biggest thing other than napalm, I guess,

was that we were supporting colonialism. You'd usually get a question from some black

African exchange student from somewhere in sub Saharan Africa drawing on his country's
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experience with their struggle for independence. And I said, “Well, my dear fellow, you

overlook the fact that South Vietnam has had its independence since 1954. A communist

government is invading them and trying to deprive them of that independence, which

certainly hasn't been put to any vote, the communist incursion. So it has nothing to do with

your country's glorious struggle for freedom and independence.'' That would usually settle

the matter.

Q: How long did you perform this duty? How long did that go on?

FLOTT: Off and on for two years. Let's see, I got back from Vietnam from what had been

three and a half years out there. I got back in the late fall of 1966. I was immediately put on

the road with the program of the Federal Executive Service. There are around the United

States twelve major centers, sort of Civil Service Commission branch offices, which are

also regional headquarters for the U.S. government civil service. I believe Dallas was

one, Denver was one, Kansas City was one, Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, New York,

San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Seattle come to mind. LBJ had issued instructions that

he wanted the top levels of the federal bureaucracy to know more about our effort, to be

brought up to speed on the whys and wherefores, so he sent a team out, and I was the

State Department man on the team. There was a man from the Pentagon, a man from the

Agency for International Development, AID, and myself, and we went around and spent a

couple of days at each of these places. Then after that I, oh, seven days a week, thirty-one

days a month, I was accepting speaking invitations all over the country.

Then something happened. Hubert Humphrey, as vice president, was in Brussels,

and he got booed because of the Vietnam War. Humphrey's friendly conclusion was,

“Anyone who's booing me must just not know what the problem is, or doesn't know why

we are doing this.” So he said, “You people in the State Department should do more

about telling our story abroad.” Well, of course the State Department had been making

herculean efforts for two years to tell our story and USIS had and everybody else. But

when Humphrey said, “I want you to do somethingmore,” quite rightly the Department of
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State was responsive to command and sent me over to Europe on a roving mission of

visiting European foreign offices and parliamentary foreign affairs committees and any

student groups or interest groups that they suggested. I based myself in Geneva, partly

because of the favorable image that city gave, and frequently visited the Paris peace talks

and Embassy Saigon.

Say I'd get a request from the embassy in The Hague to come up there. I remember how

the embassy in The Hague under Ambassador William Tyler, I thought, made particularly

good use of my time. They all made good use of my time, because it made them all look

good with the administration, after all. Any American embassy wanted to be responsive to

the administration, to LBJ's guideline of “tell our story and tell it effectively.” They'd set me

up with programs and I found my time was fully scheduled and very well used, with good

sense of priority. Then I did some of that in North Africa as well. I made a number of trips

back and forth to Saigon, to keep up to speed on the subject.

Q: How long did this go on?

FLOTT: About two years.

Q: All of 1968?

FLOTT: Yes. Then after the Vietnam peace talks started, although I was not a member

of the peace talks delegation as such, Governor Harriman asked that I be brought over

to Europe again to resume that speaking mission. There I had the job of going around

basically to people that Harriman wanted to inform about what his delegation to the

peace talks was doing, but didn't have time obviously to do it himself; he couldn't be

everywhere at once. So I was given the job of traveling around briefing these foreign

affairs committees of the European parliaments and foreign offices.

Q: Did you have to work with Bill Jorden a little bit on that?
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FLOTT: Yes.

Q: Yes, I see.

FLOTT: And I would talk with Bill Jorden and tell him what kind of questions we were

getting, and he'd give me any late juicy tidbits—information that might be of interest to

these friendly governments.

Q: I see. And you were doing that until when? Until the team changed over there?

FLOTT: Until about March of 1969 or so. Yes, until the change of administrations.

Q: Well, on these missions of explication, if you will, were you booed like Humphrey was?

FLOTT: Oh, on occasion. I would say not when visiting friendly foreign offices and friendly

parliamentary foreign affairs committees, no, there'd be no booing; there'd be maximum

courtesy, understanding and decorum. With European students generally or political

parties and things, I can't remember any outright booing. There was some very hostile

questioning.

Q: What was the source of the hostility? Who were the hostile groups?

FLOTT: Well, the hostile people were people who were otherwise perfectly normal people

who disagreed with our policy and thought we were killing a lot of Vietnamese needlessly

and that we should stop, and people who thought that they had the answers and that the

United States government had it all wrong.

Q: Did you go to Sweden?

FLOTT: Yes, and that was a very difficult situation. That was one case, for example, where

the embassy did not schedule me to talk to students because they were afraid it would

have been counterproductive and would have been a donnybrook. But I did talk to the



Library of Congress

Interview with Frederick W. Flott http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib000384

foreign office and sometimes we did briefings in the embassy, too; they'd invite people into

the Embassy to hear our story.

Q: The Swedes were out of sympathy pretty solidly, weren't they?

FLOTT: Yes, yes.

Q: Okay. Did this coincide with the instances where the deserters were given sanctuary in

Sweden?

FLOTT: Yes, there were deserters there at the time I was doing this in some countries.

End of interview


